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The Highest Degree 
For years I lived in the torments of Hell
No one heard when I rang the bell
I felt deprived of love and life
As I cringed in my cell of poverty and strife

Bills sent chills, I lived in fright
No coal in the shed on a long winter’s night
The food running out and the money spent
The week not yet over and I didn’t pay rent

And just when I reached my lowest – the ebb
Angels descended anointing my head
These angels, the saviours, who heard my lost call
They are God’s holy helpers, the Vincent de Paul

Extending their kindness, they offered me help
They clothed my children, put food on the shelf
And when in crept September and schools going back
They helped me buy uniforms and books – I relaxed

My body re-healed, but my heart remained broken
I had travelled dark roads, I was stripped of emotion
My spirit felt buried, a tired run-down feeling
My soul searched release and a spiritual healing

Then one Summer’s night, at a quarter-to-eight
Two of “God’s helpers” appeared at my gate
They guided me gently, to sign on a course
And little-by-little, I regained my life force.

I attended more courses, it was a revelation
To re-enter life and receive education
Learning new skills made me feel ten feet tall
All thanks to the members of St.Vincent de Paul

•	 Contributed	by	a	person	who	was	helped	
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          Editorial

“aliCE in wondErland” aPProaCh 
  to EnErgy PoliCy

ireland is extraordinary. when the government appeals 
for efficient conservation of energy and the amount of 
energy consumed in Dublin city each year has fallen 
by more than a third as a result of the recession, a fall 
of 36% between 2006 and 2011, the utility companies 
can use that drop in consumption as a justification to 
increase prices and the government sees no reason to 
stop it. irish households are paying 20 per cent over the 
eu average for electricity and the commission for energy 
regulation is adding to their profits by its attitude towards 
the consumer.

in this edition we highlight strong and deserved criticism 
of the manner in which the commission for energy regu-
lation is treating consumers. it is an “alice in wonderland” 
approach to energy policy where electricity generators 
are compensated by the State imposing higher charges on 
households and industry to preserve the profits of utility 
companies.
 
given that cer has a mandate to protect the interest of 
energy customers, we question how exactly the cer is 
doing that.

read  - “why Do vulneraBle cuSTomerS have 
To SuPPorT  ProfiTaBle Big BuSineSS?”on page 36.
 
another example of the government’s approach to 
increasing taxes on hard-pressed households, of which the 
SvP is aware, is the way in which irish water has been 
set up and its approach of charging households at levels 
higher than elsewhere in europe.

we also report how the government is presiding over 
the decay of rural ireland. “first, they came for the post 
offices; then they came for the rural pub; they then came 
for the garda station.”

as ireland faces into another winter it will not be surpris-
ing, from what the Society of St.vincent de Paul knows 
through its work of helping those in need, if it is a period 
of discontent for many irish families and individuals.

thE nExt Edition of thE svP bullEtin 
will bE PublishEd in January



In the last edition of The SVP Bulletin I wrote about the 
Society’s meeting with President Michael D.Higgins at Áras an 
Uachtaráin in which we discussed how the Society of Saint 
Vincent de Paul could contribute to the Ethics Initiative which 
the President had launched. We followed this with the public an-
nouncement of our support to his initiative at a conference at-
tended by about 300 people in the Davenport Hotel in Dublin, 
an audience composed widely of other voluntary organisations, 
representatives from State agencies, Government Departments, 
business and trade and SVP members. 

President Higgins described that as the beginning of the second 
chapter and phase of his Ethics Initiative and expressed satisfac-
tion and pleasure that the Society of St.Vincent de Paul was 
supporting his work in this regard.

Over the next months we will be undertaking other activities 
directed towards making Ireland a better place for all of its 
citizens. What we have helped to begin is a national debate as 
to the type of social society towards which Ireland as a nation 
should aim, where there is equality of opportunity for every-
one, founded on policies which focus on people as much as on 
strategy and economic issues.

Now is the right time to have such a discussion, a time of both 
risk and opportunity for our country.

As President Higgins said when he addressed the meeting in the 
Davenport Hotel in late September, the opportunity we must 
not let go to waste is that of addressing the root causes of the 
crisis precipitated by the global financial meltdown of 2008 and 
the model of society it supported. The current crisis has moral 
and intellectual ramifications that run much deeper than that, 
as he pointed out. It is, indeed, time for an interrogation of the 
values, the vision of life and of human relations that animate us 
as a nation.

Please read the full text of President Higgin’s speech which is 
printed in the following pages.

Geoff Meagher
National President
SVP Ireland

A Time of 
Risk and 
Opportunity 
for Ireland

National president
geoff meagher

OPINION

Freder 
Ozana 
IRl1.iO 

d· ~ 



May I start by thanking very warmly the Society of Saint Vincent 
de Paul for organising today’s event, held under the auspices of 
The President of Ireland’s Ethics Initiative. I am deeply grateful 
to the willingness expressed by Geoff Meagher (SVP National 
President) in his introduction, on behalf of you all, to engage 
with this Initiative which I launched in November of last year 
with a view to stimulating discussions, across all sectors of Irish 
society, on the challenges of living together ethically at this 
beginning of the twenty-first century.

I very much share Geoff ’s feeling of urgency, the sense that 
now is the right time to kick-start such a discussion – a time, as 
he put it in Saint Vincent de Paul’s freshly released pre-Budget 
submission, of both “risk and opportunity for our country.”

The Saint Vincent de Paul’s pre-Budget submissions have always 
been among the most detailed, empirically-based and accessible 
of the submissions I recall attending over the years. I believe that 
the organisation is well placed to lift the commentaries of our 
time beyond a description, or reiteration, of the consequences 
of poverty on our people. They can lead a discussion on the 
“why” of it all.

The opportunity we must not let go to waste is that of address-
ing the root causes of the crisis precipitated by the global finan-
cial meltdown of 2008 and the model of society it supported. 
Indeed it is not enough to say that the upheavals caused by an 
unprecedented banking collapse and property bubble can be 
fixed if the right supervision and regulatory mechanisms are put 
in place. The current crisis has moral and intellectual ramifica-
tions that run much deeper than that. It calls for an interroga-
tion of the values, the vision of life and of human relations that 
animate us as a society.

An amalgamation of highly individualised projects of accumula-
tion, self-centred ideals of consumption, have displaced models 
of public welfare shared in the public space, enjoyed in the pub-
lic world. Greed, self-interest, the insatiable pursuit of material 
gratifications, unrestrained competition, and the placing of the 
market as the centre of public policy for all human needs – such 
values have become widely endorsed, with sweeping repercus-
sions on policy making, media representations and, more gen-
erally, contemporary public discourse on what constitutes 
‘prosperity’ and the good life.

What is on offer at times is, as it were, an increasingly 
private life in a gated community of the mind that 
serves to protect itself from, or is at best indifferent, to 
the excluded.

The risk, as I see it, is that if we do not tackle the 

assumptions that have inflicted such deep injuries on our moral 
imaginations, we will end up going back to “business as usual” – 
as many of those advocating acquiescent fortitude on “the road 
to recovery” would like us to do. There are signs already – on 
the housing market, on the credit markets – that such a return 
to business as usual may be underway.

We must not, then, miss this opportunity to seek, together, 
a new set of principles by which we might live ethically as a 
society. This idea was very well encapsulated by Saint Vincent de 
Paul’s former Vice-President, Professor John Monaghan, when he 
said:

“We do not want to look back on this period as one when the 
seeds of future social inequities were sown, but one in which 
the values necessary for a socially just, fair and caring nation 
emerged.”

We must seize the energy of our times – find the moral and 
intellectual energy to overcome the inability that is currently so 
pervasive when it comes to addressing the matters of economy, 
society, ideology, and the deadening fingers of bureaucracy.

In a first phase of the Ethics Initiative – the second of my 
Presidency initiatives after “Being Young and Irish” – I invited Irish 
third level institutions and the Royal Irish Academy to contrib-
ute. Indeed universities have, I believe, a crucial role to play in 
nurturing alternative ways of thinking and in crafting an intellec-
tual response to our 
current situation.

The positive answer 
Irish universities 
gave to that 
invitation, the 

THE SOCIETY OF ST.VINCENT DE PAUL CAN LEAD 
DISCUSSION ABOUT THE FUTURE OF IRELAND 
SVP SUPPORTS ETHICS INITIATIVE BY PRESIDENT HIGGINS Speech by President Michael D. Higgins at SVP Ethics Launch Event



many ideas they put forward, and their commitment to organise 
some 50 events over the course of this year – many of which 
have already taken place – are greatly encouraging.

yet one had the impression of a fractured vision, of concerned 
scholars not in contact with each other, of a system under such 
neo-utilitarian grip that it yielded in the goal of delivering a plu-
ralist teaching of economic theory and history.

The reflection on ethics, we must never forget, is not just a 
matter for academics; it concerns us all. This is why in a second 
phase, i proposed that this ethics initiative be brought to civil 
society organisations as an overall frame, as a debate, above all 
as an opportunity for critical and fresh thinking, which, i hope, 
can contribute to harnessing and supporting the profusion of 
positive initiatives that exist in irish society.

last June, geoff meagher, Tom macSweeney, John monaghan, 
John mark mccafferty from the SvP and i had a very fruitful 
conversation in Áras an uachtaráin on how the Society of Saint 
vincent de Paul could contribute to the ethics initiative, in col-
laboration with other organisations who have also expressed an 
interest in doing so, and some of whom have sent representa-
tives here this morning.

as geoff mentioned in his introduction, The wheel has initiated 
a large consultation process – entitled “People’s conversation” – 
addressing our conceptions of citizenship ahead of the centenary 
of the 1916 Proclamation; Dóchas, the umbrella organisation 
for overseas development agencies, has resolved to seize the 
opportunity of the european year for Development in 2015 to 
conduct a reflection on the meaning of “development”. my office 
has also had contacts with, among others, the national women’s 
council and the irish congress of Trade unions.

may i, once again, then, thank Saint vincent de Paul for providing 
us with a platform to formally launch, this morning, the second 
phase of this national conversation on ethics. i am confident that 
the debate can and will garner momentum among the wider 
public, for the simple reason that it is a reflection many irish 
citizens have already undertaken, and regard as urgent.

as members of a society which has been affected more than 
most by the global financial crisis, irish people have been led to 
an abrupt realisation that the challenge of living together in a 
way that permits a flourishing of human capability and a cohesive 
society cannot be met, indeed can be contradicted, by an uncriti-
cal confusion of real needs and consumer wants of an insatiable 
kind, and the reliance on the market for the satisfaction of both.

our citizens are anxious for a vision of where we are heading to 
as a society. Too many of them live in an atmosphere of unabat-
ed stress, dealing with financial circumstances that curtail their 
horizon and constrict them to a regime that is one of survival.  

among the important questions and choices which we must ur-
gently address in today’s ireland are: how do we view those who 
are vulnerable? how do we respond to their circumstances?

in several of my previous speeches, i suggested that the use of 

the term ‘vulnerable’ is too often associated with specific cat-
egories of people – “vulnerable older people”, “vulnerable chil-
dren,” for example. in fact, none of us present here this morning 
are ‘invulnerable.’ all of us have urgent needs for care at various 
stages in our lives, as a consequence of infancy, old age, physical 
or mental illness, impairment or other difficulties. vulnerability is 
a constituent part of the human condition: all of us will, one day, 
face existential circumstances such that we will need support 
and assistance.

we should be mindful of using too uncritically, and with a sug-
gestion of inevitability, words such as “the poor”, which have 
such loaded connotations in the history of our country, and 
have too often led to harmful distinctions between ‘the deserv-
ing’ and ‘the undeserving’ poor.

interrogating our attitudes towards poverty, at home and 
abroad, is therefore one of the vital questions which, i hope, the 
ethics initiative will address. in this regard, the debate underway 
within the Saint vincent de Paul Society, and beyond, on the re-
spective merits of charity on the one hand, and the social justice 
perspective on the other – this debate is a very fundamental 
one.

as some advocates view it, charity does not provide a robust 
way of responding to the needs for housing, health, childcare 
and education of the most vulnerable, because it is based on a 
willingness to give, which can be taken away, and not on a col-
lectively binding agreement of solidarity recognising the rights 
of those who receive assistance. what ireland needs, those 
critiques argue, is a full-blown welfare state, real citizens with 
socio-economic rights, and not just recipients of charity or, as 
they are often recast nowadays, “customers”.

yet with a strong argument for tomorrow, today’s needs have to 
be met. i personally do not see the need for making an exclud-
ing choice between the two – but it is not for me to settle this 
discussion. let me only remark that if tensions exist within the 
Society of Saint vincent de Paul around these issues, i would 
view them as productive and moral – frictions that keep this 
important debate going.

in fact, it seems to me that Saint vincent de Paul is an organi-
sation that has the ability to traverse all the critical ground 
between both ends of the spectrum, by combining the spirit 
of charity with the pursuit of social justice. as your mission 
statement makes clear, Saint vincent de Paul is committed to 
providing support and friendship, through the personal bonds of 
trust and companionship which the members forge with those 
they visit week after week, and through the pragmatic, hands-on 
responses they apply to people’s pressing needs. But you are 
also committed to working for social justice.

we need your spirited concern for others, your willingness to 
offer of your time and support. But we also need the public 
policies, institutions and redistribution mechanisms that can 
reduce inequalities in our society. a thriving charitable sector of 
course does not and should never exonerate the State from its 
duty of care towards all of its citizens.

President Higggins address SVP dublin Sept 2014



The ethics of friendship, with its moral gift, and the building of a 
caring State, the achievement of concerned citizens, go hand in 
hand.

To conclude, without pre-empting the shape and content of 
your contribution to the ethics initiative, nor the manner in 
which the dialogue you have initiated with other civil society 
organisations will unfold, may i say that i am convinced that your 
input will be a most valuable one, for your experience is so vast, 
deep and has authenticity; for the insight which all of you, Saint 
vincent de Paul members, have is a precious one.

Day-after-day, you seek out the forgotten; you listen to the 
voices of the voiceless; you support those who have to cope 
with unemployment, indebtedness, a relationship breakdown, a 
disability, or loneliness, and sometimes several of these plights 
at once. your knowledge can very productively inform, not just 
our collective discourse, but also the policies aimed at tackling 
poverty.

of course the experiential knowledge of the citizens whom 
those policies are serving must also be central to their devising. 
in this regard, i find exemplary the manner in which the re-
search conducted by Saint vincent de Paul makes such space for 
the voices of the people your members support. This is the case 
in your recent publication entitled The human face of auster-
ity, and it is also a strong feature of the research you will discuss 
later on this morning, which focuses on the difficulties faced by 
households headed by a person parenting alone.

all of us irish people should be grateful for the quiet, sustained 
weekly work of the Saint vincent de Paul Society’s volunteers. 
But we must also be challenged by their actions, rooted as they 
are in the conviction that the struggles of the marginalised are 
the struggles of society in general.

indeed an adequate collective discourse for the ireland of 
tomorrow must be one that includes the capacities and goals 

which, in the eyes of our most vulnerable citizens, render human 
life worthy of living. a discourse that would let the poor and the 
unemployed of ireland speak.

The test of authenticity for our democracy lies in its ability 
to reconnect with the practices, perceptions, aspirations and 
everyday realities of the most vulnerable among our citizens 
in a way that enables them to perceive their circumstances in 
policy options – this requires so much more than the periodic 
conducting of polls.

irish citizens have made it clear that they are awaiting a new 
substantive agenda of ethical options that might compete as 
policies for our shared future. They are willing, with adequate 
invitation, and when presented with challenging alternatives, 
to take part in the crafting of this new agenda. in that journey 
a change of consciousness may occur, that in turn becomes 
a policy aspiration, and in time becomes the fabric of a real 
republic.

Thus this ethics initiative is an invitation to you – volunteers, 
members and staff of charitable organisations – to critically 
reflect on your own conceptions and practice. it is a call on all 
the civil society associations represented here this morning, and 
hopefully more of them will join this platform, to join forces to 
voice the values that they wish to see placed at the heart of our 
collective future. it is an encouragement to you to compel us, 
your elected representatives, to listen to the voices of the most 
vulnerable in irish society.

Today’s event marks a further step in a process which, i am con-
vinced, can yield very important results. i greatly look forward to 
the outcomes of your efforts, and i assure you of my support in 
your future endeavours.
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maybe it was the location, maybe it was the glossiness, but the 
dominant tone at the health consultation event run by the 
Department of health i attended in the aviva in Dublin in mid-
September was very corporate.  There was talk of ‘teams’ and 
‘tents’  - how many management metaphors can you shoe-horn 
into one sentence -  ‘outputs, capacity reviews’ and of course 
lots of mentions of ‘Budget over-runs’.

But i wanted to talk about people. 

over a quick cup of tea i told the minister for health, leo var-
adkar, how much the €2.50 charge (for every prescription item 
for medical card holders up to a monthly maximum of €25) 
was hurting vulnerable people, particularly if there are chronic 
conditions involved, which is statistically more likely for those 
with lower incomes.  

he told me straight up that he was uncomfortable at the 
charge, but in the next breath quickly told me how much this 
charge is bringing in - €112 million a year to be precise.

i was left with the feeling that the minister felt that he had won 
the argument, on fiscal grounds.  i was not convinced, so i asked 
a question from the floor when a panel session with the two 
ministers, the three Director generals (of the hSe, eSri and 
also, for some unexplained reason the new further education 
and Training Body (SolaS), took place. 

i told them that the SvP wanted a health system run by people 
caring for people and i asked if he intended to give an explicit 
statement of what values he wants to see underpin future and 
ongoing reforms in health.  i explained that many SvP members 
see at first-hand the struggle and hardship experienced by vul-
nerable families and individuals who simply do not have enough 
income to survive. 

i re-stated SvP’s opposition to the prescription charge per item 
for medical card holders and pleaded with him to rethink this 
damaging charge. 

i was followed quickly by  a spokesperson from the Pharmacists 
Society who fully supported my point, describing how very vul-
nerable people( homeless people, people combating addiction 
using methadone, people with multiple needs and not enough 
money to go around)  ask pharmacists which of their prescrip-
tions can they get by without filling. There was a palpable ten-
sion in the air, a sense that people wanted a response. 

The minister restated baldly that he did not like this pay-
ment but needed the income.  however, his minister of State, 
kathleen lynch, did add, that there may be some movement in 
excluding some groups from the charge.  

i left the shiny aviva building with a sense of clarity - the min-
ister had been given a very clear message from the SvP.  only 
weeks to go to find out if he has the courage of his convictions.  

CHALLENGING 
THE MINISTER 
FOR HEALTH
 
  
Report from Audry Deane, 
SVP Social Justice & Policy Officer
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Dóchas is the association of irish non-governmental Develop-
ment organisations. it was formed in october 1993 and its 
vision is “of a world where poverty and inequality are unaccept-
able and where every person has the right to live free from fear, 
free from want and able to fulfil their potential.”

The Society of St.vincent de Paul has joined Dóchas as an as-
sociate member.

this article is by hans Zomer who is director of dóchas

Through your SvP work in combatting poverty, you know that 
poverty is too deep and too multi-dimensional to be eradicated 
by one organisation alone. 

as a result you have a long tradition of working with others, 
making use of the ideas and influence of all those who can make 
a difference – governments, companies, academia, media and 
civil society organisations.

The other members of Dóchas share this commitment to joint 
work and SvP’s membership of the Dóchas network allows 
it to connect and collaborate with like-minded organisations, 
strengthen knowledge and expertise and influence key decision-
makers at national, european and global levels.

Dóchas’ work on global justice advocacy and its work co- ordi-
nating the irish ngo advocacy work on issues of european and 
irish interest is of particular interest to the SvP. 

i’m very happy to welcome the Society of St.vincent de Paul as 
an associate member of Dóchas.
 
Dóchas, the irish association of non-governmental Develop-
ment organisations, currently brings together 62 irish organisa-
tions that work on global justice and development. its purpose 
is to enhance ireland’s contribution to world development, and 
it does that by:

* leading the Development sector towards high standards of 
practice.

* Being an independent representative voice of ireland’s Devel-
opment sector, in order to influence public debate and decision-
making in ireland and the european union.

Dóchas has developed codes of conduct and professional 
standards for the work of irish Development ngos, in areas as 
diverse as public communications, financial reporting, corporate 
governance and human resource management. it also has a 
number of technical working groups that meet regularly on is-
sues such as food security, development education, humanitarian 
aid, disability and hiv & aiDS.
 
it also serves as a port of call for anyone wanting to know more 
about irish Development ngos, and through its partnership 
with the Department of foreign affairs, Dóchas provides a 
mechanism for policy dialogue between the government and 
ireland’s big and vibrant global development sector.

WORKING FOR 
GLOBAL JUSTICE 
WITH DÓCHAS

DOchas 
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THE ECONOMY SHOULd SErVE PEOPLE 
– NOT THE OTHEr WaY arOUNd
“we have to remember the principle that the economy has to serve 
people and not the other way around,” so said the new european com-
mission President, Jean-claude Juncker on taking up office. “The financial 
crisis is not over when 25 million people remain unemployed,” he added.

HEaLTH PrOFESSIONaL SECrECY
The health Service executive (hSe) had to remove details of State pay-
ments running into billions of euro made to thousands of primary care 
health professionals after a threat of action from the Data Protection 
commissioner following a complaint from the irish Dental union which 
claimed that there was no public interest justification for the publication of 
the payments. The hSe had published the information, it said, “so that the 
taxpayer is aware of the expenditure of public funds to dental practices.” 
The hSe has also removed details of payments to gPs, pharmacists and 
ophthalmologists who are contracted to it.

FIrMS HaVE LITTLE FaITH
Business owners are not reporting crime because they have no faith that 
the perpetrators will be apprehended or prosecuted, according to the 
irish Small and medium enterprises association (iSme).  an association 
survey indicated that the direct cost of crime to irish businesses has risen 
significantly during the recession.

6,500 CHILdrEN IN CarE
more than 6,500 children are in the care of the State, according to figures 
from the child and family agency.
 
5,000 CONTaCTEd CrIME HELPLINE
according to the national crime victims helpline, robbery, burglary and 
theft are the most common crimes and more victims seek help after these 
offences than any other. assaults, sexual abuse and harassment are other 
major reasons for complaints. Twice as many females as males sought help 
in 2013. 

EMIGraTION FaLLS
The number of irish people emigrating fell last year for the first time in 
seven years. The numbers dropped from 50,900 to 40,700 according to 
the central Statistics office.

SEaNad CHaNGES
Significant changes in the way the Seanad operates will be implemented by 
october, according to the leader of the house, Senator maurice cum-
mins. he said it would have a greater role in matters such as eu scrutiny 
and north-South co-operation.

NOT ENOUGH WaTEr
Two-thirds of homeowners do not believe the proposed ‘free allowance’ of 
water will cover their daily needs when charges are introduced according 
to a Sunday independent opinion survey carried out by millward Brown.

HIGHEST SUICIdES ON rECOrd
There were 554 suicides in 2011, the highest on record according to the 
latest figures from the cSo.

Abstracts
Of developments in Social Justice
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In the North we have been striving towards social justice so 
that every person can have the same opportunity to realise his 
or her potential in society, regardless of creed, political belief or 
background.

This is particularly important as, during the last four to five 
years, we have seen a 100% increase in demand for our services.  
We now provide more than 2,000 home visitations by 1,600 
members  per week; breakfast clubs and after-school clubs, Vin-
cent’s community shops and a wide range of practical support 
for those in need.

Our Conferences have been active providing support and fel-
lowship to their communities.  Our strength in membership and 
our presence in every city, town, village and townland, allows us 
to identify those living in poverty throughout the year, across all 
communities.
 
Each Conference has been active in fundraising, with fashion 
shows, golf days, pensioner trips, and coffee mornings to name 
but a few successful events.  We also have committed support-
ers, who, along with our volunteers, are the lifeblood of our 
charity.  One such veteran fundraiser is Des Keenan, who under-
took a ‘cooker-push’ through 20 towns across Northern Ireland 
- no mean feat for a man turning 70 this year!  SVP supported 
him on his route and we are very grateful for his dedication. 

As an organisation, we are delighted to be chosen by the Dep-
uty Lord Mayor, Maire Hendron of the Alliance Party, to be her 
charity of the year.  This honour is in recognition of our on-going 
work and we have kindly been gifted the use of Belfast City Hall 
for our Christmas Charity Gala on November 29, which will be 
a major corporate fundraiser.

We have also been recognised through the National Citizen-
ship Project (NCS) government initiative, which engages young 
people in social action projects.  For their NCS project, two 
cross-community groups from Belfast have teamed up to make 
hampers for those in need in their communities, which will be 
distributed through SVP.  We appreciate their commitment 
which is a great support for our work.  

Through the BBC, we recently highlighted that the cost of going 
‘back to school’ is putting increasing pressure on families.  A 
basic regulation secondary or grammar school uniform and PE 
kit can be more than £200 stg and we are finding more people 
are visiting our 28 shops seeking uniform items to help offset 
this major cost.  We encourage families with unwanted uniform 
items, in addition to other clothing, bric-a-brac and homewares, 
to donate them to Vincent’s.  

It is with sadness that we must announce the closure of 
Vincent’s in Dromore, Co. Down, which, due to difficult trading 
conditions, was unfortunately no longer viable.  We would like 
to thank our loyal volunteers in Dromore and also our custom-
ers who supported us through the years.  SVP will continue to 
work to benefit those in need in the area and local people can 
still donate unwanted items to SVP through our recycling bins in 
the town.

It is positive that the Government has recognised and is act-
ing on the need for more social housing to meet increasing 
demand.  This issue is one of the main concerns brought to us 
weekly – not only are families and individuals living in over-
crowded accommodation but the shortage of social housing 
makes homelessness a real concern for many.  

With the festive season approaching, we will undertake our 
annual Christmas activities and appeals to provide hampers, toys 
and financial support to those families who, whilst struggling to 
put gifts under a tree, are also having difficulties in putting food 
on the table, at what should be a joyous time. 

With a far-reaching presence across Northern Ireland, our 
devoted volunteers work tirelessly to give people a hand-up to 
help them become free from poverty.   

• Anyone in need or those wishing to support our work, please 
contact our Regional Office on phone 028 02890 351561 or by 
emailing info@svpni.co.uk, in the first instance.

SVP IS CHOSEN AS CHARITY 
OF THE YEAR IN BELFAST
By SVP Northern Regional President, Aidan Crawford
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Gearóid Cheaist Ó Catháin was the last child to live on the Blasket 
Islands. He was once called “the loneliest boy in the world” and has 
written a book about his life which records a different time in Ireland. 
He recalled his life and times in conversation with Tom MacSweeney.

Ballintemple, a suburb of cork city on the southern side of the 
river lee, is a long way from the Blasket islands off the coast of 
county kerry. as we sit in the front room of his house, gearóid 
cheaist Ó catháin starts our conversation with a remark that has 
all the longing of a man for his roots, for what formed his nature, 
himself and his attitude to life:
       “you cannot shake your roots, they are everywhere,” he tells 
me, as he recalls how as a youngster he left his home on the island 
when the great Blasket was evacuated in the early 1950s. “it was a 
community that was isolated, but it was a great community, it lived 
as a community. you cannot shake off your heritage. it always sticks 
onto you like glue.”
        as remote as it was and as difficult as life was, the people of 
the Blaskets had a great determination about life, he tells me.
       on the walls of his living room are photographs and paintings 
of island life, the launching boats from a beach, men watching the 
sea and a dramatic photograph of the islands against the backdrop 
of the wild atlantic ocean. although a small community, the Blasket 
islanders who lived three miles from the tip of the Dingle Peninsula 
have had a profound effect on irish culture and the irish language, 

the names and works of Peig Sayers and Tomas Ó cri-
omhthain are legendary

       gearóid recalls a lifetime when 
he once became an international 
celebrity. he was the last child 
brought up on the Blaskets. near-
est in age to him was his uncle 
who was 30 years older. in 1949 
a national newspaper article 
described him as “the loneli-

est boy in the world – he 
has only seagulls for play-

mates.” it reverberated 
around the world. of 

the 30 inhabitants 
of the Blaskets at 
the time, he was 
the only child 
and when it was 
published just 
before christ-
mastime, 
his home 
became 
inundated 
with gifts, 
presents 
from 

many parts and even offers of a new home for him and his family in 
the united States.
       “our house was almost taken over as letters and gifts arrived. 
The whole family could have been taken to america. one Texas 
man wanted to adopt me, to buy me really i suppose and there 
was a family in iowa who had a big business and they wanted to 
take the whole family to america. my mother would have shown 
some interest, but my father was a native Blasket islander and was 
never beyond Tralee which was 40 miles away and would not go 
and they and the islanders thought it a bit weird that a Texas man 
would offer to take a child away from the island.”
       Those were different times, he reflects, as he tells me that it 
was a newspaper article that was written to sell papers and with an 
apt description to do so, but it was not the real story of his life on 
the island:
       “i was cherished and special because i was the only child there 
when i was born and brought by my mother onto the island from 
the hospital, with a huge welcome by all the islanders as we landed 
and they all followed to our house where there was a big celebra-
tion. for the island it was great that there was new, young life. life 
on the island was tough but as a child i had a good life. i was never 
lonely. The story was a headline grabber and i suppose apt at the 
time to sell newspapers and as a child i was certainly delighted with 
all the presents that came to me, which i would never have had 
otherwise.
       “But i was not lonely in living on the island. it was not a bit like 
that. i was surrounded by grownups and every one of them looked 
after me as if i was their child. i was very well looked after. i could 
visit from one house to another, i had plenty of things to do and 
everyone took care of me. They cherished the only child on the 
island. it was a good life for me as a child.”
       gearóid grew up on an island which had no doctor, nurse, 
priest, school, church or electricity, or any of the facilities of modern 
lifestyle available on the mainland.
       Sitting in his room, he goes back in memory for me to those 
years on the Blaskets:
       “They are and always will be a part of me. They have a special 
place in my heart, one which i will never let go. Being a native 
islander has left its mark on me, as is natural. in a crowd i can feel 
uneasy. when i lived on the great Blasket from the time of my birth 
to the age of six, i was the only child there. i left when the island 
was evacuated in 1953. 
       “of the evacuated islanders, i am now the only survivor.”
        we discuss the illusion which those who live on the mainland 
may have of life on the islands and i ask him what was the essence 
of the Blaskets community. People seemed to have a great determi-
nation, even as remote and difficult as it was to live there, i suggest.
       “i have often been asked that question and the only way i can 
describe it to you is that they had a great belief in their religion 
which was a very strong part of their lives. They worried and were 
upset when things went wrong, when a crop failed, or the fish-
ing did not turn up but they believed in god’s will and they went 
about their duties of life diligently, constantly, even though they were 
always having to fight against the elements,
       “They were fighting the weather which can be atrocious 
around ireland as we know and the further west you go it gets 
worse and they were fighting against it and yet their whole ex-
istence depended on it and they believed in the will of god. as 
fishermen most of the men could not swim. i asked them about 
that and their response was that where they were in the Blaskets, 
if they got into a bad storm at sea, they would have no shelter and 
there could be no hope, so they would drown and that was it.”
       Boats were their lifeline to the mainland, the only transport 
and i suggest that, to an outsider, they could look frail and not 
strong enough for the waters he was describing:
       “That might seem the way, but it is wrong. The boats were built 
for the conditions and were ideal for them. Their construction was a 

YOU CANNOT LEAVE 
YOUR NATIVE ROOTS 
BEHIND YOU
“Blasket Islanders were a great people. They were a 
great community. They are a generation lost.”



and when those winds came, they came spectacularly. There was 
no shelter. When people ventured out of their houses during those 
winds, to feed the animals for example, they would have to have 
somebody manning the front door against the wind, because they 
roofs on the houses were delicate. They were felt, tar, stone, mortar, 
so they were not really good against the strong winds. Two people 
would have to venture out together for safety, tied to each other 
so the force of the wind would not blow them around, so they 
could try to walk against it. The force of the wind was a big problem 
when those winds came.”
       I asked him what the reaction was amongst the islanders when 
Eamon de Valera’s government gave the order to evacuate the 
islands in 1953:
       “When the decision came to go the younger of the islanders 
felt it was the right thing but the older people did not. In those 
years things were looking different when they went to the mainland 
for supplies and so on and the younger people had been leaving 
and they wanted better facilities and work and they were anxious 
to go. The older people, they wanted to stay. Some were born in 
the 1800s, they had grown up on the island and they didn’t want 
to go. My grandfather died in 1961 and he was about 94 years old, 
so you can imagine his lifespan. The older people really faded away 
in the transition. My grandfather never ventured outside the door 
of the house he was given when people moved to the mainland 
around Dunquin and my maternal grandfather died within two 
years of leaving the Blaskets.”
       Gearóid writes about the conditions of some of the houses 
which were built for the islanders, which were not of the best 
quality it would seem from the book. He writes of how his family 
adapted to life on the mainland and his schooling, including boarding 
school. I found it an absorbing book and a very enjoyable read. He 
is direct, to the point and blunt when needed, such as his disagree-
ment with the way in which the Irish language has been treated. As 
a native speaker he says “I never forgot the fear on the faces of my 
classmates,” over the way pupils were treated when learning Irish:
       “Even today, something stinks about how the Irish language 
is perceived. Leaving it to academia will kill it. We need a revival, 
someone with a fresh approach who could make the language 
appeal to the masses, someone like Seán Ó Riada, who brought tra-
ditional music out of the dark corners and brought it into concert 
halls and made it into a worldwide industry.”
       So, finally, I asked him how he feels now about being the last of 
the island people?
       “It makes me feel very sad. Whenever I return to the Great 
Blasket it pains me to stand on the slipway, knowing that I am the 
only survivor of all those who were evacuated from the island in 
1953.They are all gone now, each and every one of them.
       “Many of my relatives never ventured onto the island. It is the 
loss of a generation, of a group of people who in their day were full 
of community, but saw their young people heading off to America 
and elsewhere, never to come back many of them and that tore 
the hearts out of many people.
       “An ancient, noble, island civilisation has been wiped out, 
         utterly and completely.”

very, very fine art and the people building the naomhogs knew their 
art. They were great boat builders. They had everything measured 
to the last inch for each boat. There was a working boat and a 
leisure boat. The working boat was a four-oar naomhog and the 
three-oar would be the leisure boat use, but each one was sound 
and suitable for the duties that it had to do, one lighter, the other 
heavy. There was a lot of great workmanship put into the boats, 
most of which was done during the Winter and indoors.
       “You had to be a skilled boat handler because the naomhog 
are a small craft but were very usable in the waters around the 
Blaskets where they faced hard, tough weather. The boats were 
very good carriers of material and animals and the people who 
were rowing them knew their business inside out. They would not 
venture out when they did not have the suitable weather to do so. 
Their day’s work depended on the weather and they tried to avoid 
danger.
       “InisTuaisceart is about 12 miles from the Great Blasket. My 
grandfather would spend a week studying the weather before they 
would make the journey to there because there was no shelter. “
       At this stage Gearóid points at a photograph of InisTuaisceart 
on the wall of his living room. It makes the point about what he is 
saying, the isolated location is obvious.
       “They had to get their timing and the weather exactly correct. 
There was no landing place where a boat could remain overnight in 
safety and those decisions, that kind of assessment was made long 
before there were weather forecasts as widely and easily available 
as they are today.”
       Gearóid has published the story of his life on the island in a 
book from The Collins Press entitled: “THE LONELIEST BOY IN 
THE WORLD: The Last Child of the Great Blasket Island,” written 
with author Patricia Ahern.
       I tell him that his description of the lights of Christmas on the 
island made a big impression on me:
       “Christmastime was very special on the Great Blasket. The 
islands are remote. There was no electricity and the only light 
was from an oil lamp that would be close to a window and the 
windows of the houses were very small. You wouldn’t see the light 
in the distance. You would nearly have to be up to the house before 
you would see it but at Christmastime it was different. The islanders 
would buy big candles in Dingle and every window was lit so the 
whole village would be ablaze and for a three-or-four year-old it 
was magical to see the village lit up. If there was a full moon off 
Dunmore Head it would seem to be shining to the Blaskets and it 
would seem to create a pathway lit up across the sea like a road. If 
it was a frosty night, the frost would glisten on the felt roofs. It was 
like a picture postcard.”
       But those felt roofs were not that strong when the winds 
blasted across the Blaskets:
       “If you have ever been on an island, the wind is terrible and on 
the Blasket Islands nothing grew. It was bare, just bare, salty, the wind 
constantly blowing. South/West, North/West, South/East winds, the 
Blaskets got them all and they blew ferociously across the Blaskets 

Photos:
Gearóid as a young boy on the Great Blasket slipway. 
Photo courtesy of Donal MacMonagle/macmonagle.com
Other photos: Courtesy of The Collins Press
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What the teacher 
didn’t know about 
the SVP
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SVP National President Geoff Meagher presents the 
first copy of the new book to President Higgins
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i grew up in greenhills, South Dublin, in a parish that – as our 
priests liked to remind us – boasted one of the largest annual 
collections for the Society of St vincent de Paul in the country. 
They would mention this every year, at the start of December, 
just before the wicker collection baskets with the distressed 
green-cushioned lining were passed around. it became, i sup-
pose, a sort of annual challenge: if we had rattled the record 
books the previous year, then we would positively set them 
alight this christmas. and we did. every year, for as long as i lived 
in that parish, we bettered ourselves. and it wasn’t as if we had 
much money. 

years later, i heard, anecdotally, that the only parish in the Dublin 
diocese to come close to matching our contribution was Dun 
laoghaire, an area which had many pockets of affluence, all of 
them apparently deep. But greenhills was very different. 

By the time i reached secondary school at the start of the 
1980s, the oil crisis of the 1970s had efficiently converted itself 
into a savage economic recession that blighted working class 
areas like ours. it was almost unheard of for girls in my school 
to have two parents working, and as we navigated our way un-
steadily through that period of high unemployment, the number 
of my peers who had a parent working at all steadily dropped. 
and all the time, we kept giving more money to the St vincent 
de Paul. 

Sometimes, when i tell people now about that time and that 
place, they find it odd that people who effectively had no spare 
cash were such enthusiastic supporters of any charity. To outsid-
ers, it must have been the equivalent of famine victims in africa 
setting up a direct debit to concern. But the SvP never felt like 
charity to us. The other organisation that thrived in our parish 
during those bleak years was the local credit union, and in many 
respects the approach to both institutions was the same. Times 
were hard and money was short, so everyone threw what few 
pence they had at both organisations in the secure knowledge 
that when a new school gabardine coat was needed, one or the 
other would provide it. it really was as simple as that.

i can recall many times, especially in the weeks before christ-
mas, being in friends’ houses when the SvP would call with an 
envelope or a hamper. 

once, i was at mass with one of those friends on the day after 
the SvP had called, and i saw her drop fifty pence into the 
Society’s wooden box as we left the church. So it was never 
really about charity; it was about investing in our community and 
in our own future. it was about looking after the whole parish 
because we never knew when ours would be the family in need 
of the hamper, the envelope, or even just the knock on the door. 
This wasn’t live aid; this was like a very crude pension plan. it 
wasn’t selflessness; it was self-preservation. i remember, back 
then, somebody in religion class in school asking a teacher about 
the saint who lent his name to the SvP. what did she know 
about him, the student wanted to know.

in those days before wikipedia, the teacher admitted that she 
didn’t know anything at all about who vincent de Paul was or 
where he came from. at the click of a mouse, i can now tell 
that enquirer that vincent was a french priest who performed 
many charitable works, but what fascinated me back then was 
that it hadn’t occurred to any of us that vincent de Paul might 
ever have been a real person. The society was such a corner-
stone of our lives, of our local community, that it seemed almost 
ridiculous to think of it as anything other than a living, breathing 
collection of selfless individuals who quietly and without fuss 
appeared on your porch when times became too hard. 

even now, as an adult poking around the internet, i find it odd to 
imagine frédéric ozanam, who founded the Society in france 
in 1833, moving amongst the Parisian poor of the nineteenth 
century. To me, that is not what the SvP is. 

To me, simply, the SvP is help. 

when i was a child in the 1980s, it was help in greenhills. now, 
it is help in a different part of Dublin – but still always help. right 
here, right now. 

 BY fioNa looNeY 

Fiona Looney is a writer, broadcaster and mother of three living 
in Dublin who, from her personal experience, writes the Fore-
word to the new book about the SVP  - ‘The Society of St.Vincent 
de Paul in  Ireland – 170 Years of Fighting Poverty’ – which has 
just been published.

The work of the Society of St.Vincent de Paul depends upon the 
thousands of volunteer members in every parish in Ireland who, 
without fail, carry it out every day, every week, of every year. 
This book records the Society’s work through the experiences of 
its members and, as such, is a unique record. SVP members are 
supported by dedicated professional staff, necessary in modern 
times as they help those in need.

This article is an extract from the Foreword which Fiona Looney 
has written. The book will go on public sale this month.

TO ME, SIMPLY, 
THE SVP IS HELP
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following the departure of kieran murphy after 11 years as 
national Director of Saint vincent de Paul, andy heffernan has 
joined the Society as the new national Secretary. in this new 
role andy will be reporting to the national President, with 
responsibility for the development and delivery of programmes 
supporting the core work of the Society as well as the co-ordi-
nation of the wide range of programmes delivered by national 
office.

andy joins the Society with a wealth of knowledge from a 
diverse range of roles and sectors.

he is originally from kilkenny and now lives in Dundrum, Dublin 
and is married with 2 daughters, aged 12 and 8 years. his 
interests include all sports, but especially rugby. he is also very 
interested in current affairs and enjoys reading. having joined 
the Defence forces straight from school, andy completed a 
B.Sc., in nui galway, education through the army, whilst in latter 
years he has been awarded an mSc in executive leadership 
from the university of ulster. 

During his 20 years in the Defence forces, andy undertook a 
wide range of appointments from junior officer roles to training, 
command and staff appointments.  he also served abroad on 
three occasions as a commander with the united nations in 
lebanon, whilst he was seconded to goal in the mid 90’s and 
worked as the co-ordinator for that overseas aid organisation 
for their relief programme in goma on the rwandan/Zaire bor-
der. in the late 90’s he took on a diplomatic role within the eu 
where he was chief operating officer for the eu’s monitoring 
mission in Bosnia  

andy tells me, as we talk in his office at SvP headquarters on 
Sean mcDermott Street in the heart of Dublin, that this “diverse 
experience” gave him “ a fantastic grounding in general manage-
ment skills.” 

“as part of the Defence forces,” he says, “you are not necessar-
ily a specialist in any particular discipline, but you change roles 
regularly so you get experience in a range of different areas, 
from training, to financial management, legal roles and many 
more”

This experience gave andy a solid foundation when he moved 
on from the army in 2003 to join St John of god community 
Services, one of his first experiences of working with a non-
profit organisation. andy moved through the ranks from ad-
ministration manager to Director of Services, before becoming 
the chief executive, responsible for delivery of publicly-funded 
services in intellectual disability and mental health.

“This not only involved setting up a new entity within the St 
John of god organisation, but also bringing coherence and 
a sense of mutual identity to 10 established services, who 
provided similar services. in different ways. i learned a lot at St 
John of god community Services about large organisations, 
the importance of local service delivery and how to develop 
and encourage innovation at a local level within an overarch-
ing framework. i also learned the importance of knowledge 
management, and developed ways to share information across 
different services, where regions can learn from both the suc-
cesses and on occasion the failures of each other”

andy believes that having a clear strategy for an organisation is 
vital. he has developed strategic plans for organisations but be-
lieves the most important thing is “how to operationalise those 
into practical, measureable annual plans which can be used to 
inform decision making at all levels.”

over the coming weeks andy will be visiting all SvP regional 
offices to meet with regional Presidents, regional administra-
tors and as many members and staff as possible, in order to get 
a sense of the wide range of activities of the Society throughout 
the country. he has also joined a local SvP conference and in 
the future envisions spending a considerable proportion of his 
time in the regions to ensure a strong understanding of local 
service delivery from national office.

he was attracted to the Society of Saint vincent de Paul, he tells 
me, “not only because of its excellent reputation and geographi-
cal reach, but also because of the non-judgemental manner in 
the way services are delivered and the focus on promoting 
self-sustainability.”

The practical expression of an organisation’s values through the 
work and actions of its members and staff is very important, 
he believes and he is interested in seeing the Society’s values in 
action.

“overall i am very impressed with the commitment and real 
concern of both members and staff of the Society, especially the 
considerable contribution of members, which goes above and 
beyond what i would have expected.

“i am looking forward to visiting more of the regions to get a 
better sense of what goes on at local level and am excited at 
the prospect of using the skills and knowledge i have to support 
the Society into the future.”

The new National Secretary of the Society of St.Vincent de Paul, 

Andy Heffernan is interviewed by Sarah Eustace
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The radical maverick John mcguinness has correctly claimed the 
great failure of ireland’s political and administrative elites is one 
of failing to keep the people save. over the summer, this failure 
has secured a visible symbol courtesy of the people’s revolt in 
roscrea. Theirs is a tale that begs the question as to whether 
anything has changed in irish public governance since 1968, 
when John healy wrote his seminal no one Shouted Stop 
about the death of a small mayo town. it is a wretched indict-
ment of the inertia and careless indifferences of our rulers who, 
after decades of non-accountability, have become utterly fearless 
about displaying their utter indifference over the lives of the citi-
zens, that so little appears to have changed, except perhaps that 
radicalism now appears to be the sole preserve of mavericks.

lest the claim of deterioration be thought unfair, it should be 
noted 1968 was a year of hope. By contrast, in recent years, 
indifferent centralising forces have ripped the heart out of rural 
ireland. first, they came for the post offices; then they came for 
the rural pub; they then came for the garda station. Then the 
self-same central government abandoned these communities 
when the recession came for the building workers, the factories, 
the retail workers and the high streets.

hilary clinton once famously wrote about how “it takes a 
village” to build a health country. Sadly, by contrast, in ireland a 
combination of hostile world forces and indifferent governance 
has created a thousand deserted villages. multinational capital-
ism is, in fairness, not expected to have a social conscience. 
The failure of a government and its self-interested mandarins, 
however, to raise their heads from appeasing bondholders to 
deal with the deal with the destruction of the small rural town 
is an abdication of duty.

it is all the less defensible because the decay in rural ireland – 
which for our urban elite appears to only be of use as a place to 
locate pylons and wind farms – resembles the sense of national 
decline of the equally lost ireland of 1959. That same soft mist 
of purposelessness that turned ireland into the indian reserva-
tion of europe is now racing across our rural towns. The most 
high-profile consequence of the moral malaise that comes with 
the boarding up of communal hope is the embrace of a nihilistic 
culture of heroin use last seen in the most social and economi-
cally blighted areas of Dublin in the 1980s. This, and the highest 
rates of youth suicide in europe, are the visible consequences of 
abandonment wounded communities are feeling.

a responsible political class would attempt to repair these 
wounded communities. instead, a government obsessed by 
smart jobs in google centres only offers condescension about 
ireland turning the corner. it may be for some, and thank god 
for that. But, for those areas of ireland who do not belong to 
enda kenny’s cherished google quarter, the road they have 
taken leads back to 1959. and, sadly, rather than a lemass, all 
they see waiting to guide them are political clowns, dressed in 
motley. happily, far from being dead, roscrea and other towns 
are fighting back. The people, far from being credulous, are in 
arms against the reality of austerity and those fatted political 
calves who, like John redmond a century ago, would sacrifice 
the flower of today’s youth to this fiscal witchcraft. it will be 
interesting to see over the next year what generals they will 
choose to lead the kick-back.

• Read Rurac Fear page 20

There’s still fight 
in rural Ireland  
From the Sunday Independent editorial
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WILL ANYTHING 
CHANGE?       By Fr. Perry Gildea

goods in their cellars he observes. ‘lamp in hand, we explored 
gigantic cellars where the vintages of Spain and Portugal lie 
buried – regular catacombs, but catacombs of mammon, flanked 
not with tombs but with barrels worth their weight in gold. we 
know from his letters that he met with the local conference 
of the Society and went on visitation with them.  This may have 
resulted in another impression of the city. his final comment on 
his visit to london and the exhibition:
 
 ‘i always seemed to see standing on the threshold of the exhibi-
tion, the same demon who transported our Saviour to the top 
of the mountain, and hear him saying again. “all this will i give 
thee if thou wilt fall down and worship me.”  it looks to me like 
the seal of reproach on these riches that they do not serve 
to ameliorate the lot of humanity, the lot that is of the greater 
number, and that the most opulent city in  the world is also that 
which treats its poor most harshly.’
 
The plight of the london poor, which so distressed ozanam, 
provided much of the material for many of Dickens’ novel. 
while the dire conditions they both described and decried have 
significantly changed, the fundamental question of society ac-
cepting and addressing the needs of the poor remains.  in recent 
weeks and months various voices have been raised in protest 
at government action which is once more directly increasing 
the suffering of the poorest and most vulnerable in our society.  
frederic ozanam was concerned not only to relieve poverty 
but dedicated to speaking out on behalf of the poor and work-
ing to remove the causes of poverty.  The Society he founded 
must continue all aspects of his mission.

 
These letters are contained in Frederic Ozanam, Professor at the 
Sorbonne: His Life and Works by Kathleen O’Meara, 
Bibliolife, LLC

Fr. Perry Gildea is Spiritual Adviisor to the SVP Northern Region, from 
whose newsletter this article is reprinted

‘london is overrun with beggars, half naked, who pursue the 
stranger, rushing under the very wheels of the carriages, and 
bearing on their countenances an inexorable despair? The poor-
law and the workhouse cannot deal with the evil…let it not be 
alleged that this is a display of misery got up to move the passer 
by…Penetrate to the back of those sumptuous thoroughfares, 
regent Street and oxford Street and you will find narrow little 
alleys, dark and foul which lead to courts still narrower, hedged 
in with high houses.  here the beggars congregate; they are 
lodged by the week…many of the families are too poor to bear 
the burden of the week’s rent, so they unite to share and lighten 
it, and thus lose the satisfaction which the most wretched 
should enjoy, that of being alone of themselves. i saw one room 
and a narrow closet that was inhabited by fourteen persons.’
 
a few years ago the literary world marked the celebration of 
the 200th anniversary of the birth of charles Dickens, and one 
would be excused for assuming the above quotation was from 
one of his novels.  not so, this is part of a letter written from 
london in 1851 by frederic ozanam.  in that year ozanam 
and his wife were brought to london by his life long mentor 
and colleague m. ampére.  Their immediate purpose was for 
a change and a rest and to visit the great exhibition in the 
famous crystal Palace. he failed to be impressed by the exhibi-
tion. he writes ‘nothing can be finer than the order in which the 
infinite variety of human riches has been collected together in 
one edifice…’, but then goes on to add ‘This exhibition includes 
nothing but articles of luxury, things which the wealthy classes 
alone want and pay for.’  m. ampére also wrote about this visit 
and he commented ‘he (ozanam) would leave me to return 
alone to the crystal Palace, that he might have more time to 
visit the cellars and garrets inhabited by the poor of catholic 
ireland; he would come away from them with his heart full, and 
always, i suspect, a little poorer than he went. 
 
however they obviously had plenty of time to visit many of 
the sights of london.  ozanam’s letters reveal his discerning 
eye.  visiting dockland and the vast warehouses of imported 
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Two years ago, a sixty-eight- year-old man cycled some 30 miles 
to check into a nursing unit, having abandoned his home be-
cause of fear of being attacked. it was both a shocking and a sad 
reflection of the fear felt by many others in the same situation.

it also reflected the reality of a consistent narrative which 
outlines the numerous attacks on people living in isolated rural 
areas. These are people who show no mercy and have abso-
lutely no regard for their victims. 

against the background of the yearly announcement of garda 
station closures, announced by the previous minister, mr. alan 
Shatter T.D. the narrative exposes the complete failure to reas-
sure people that there is a credible alternative to this closure 
policy and that the gardai would be equipped with the neces-
sary squad cars and equipment needed to sustain a realistic 
presence in these area. 

Since the 68-year-old arrived at the nursing home, he may 
have considered the possibility of going home. after all, the 
home means everything to most people, especially those who 
have lived many of their years there. it is the home that stores 
memories of times gone by. But now, he will hear the voices of 
his attackers, the calls by garda representative leaders for more 
resources and how rural communities should be afraid. 

he would also have heard that the idea of rural community 
garda clinics would also be quietly shelved and that many com-
munity organisations are extremely unhappy with the minister 
and the garda commissioner’s response. he will know that 
many rural property owners are now spending large sums of 
money on increased security. 

RURAL FEAR EMPHASISES FAILURE 
OF GOVERNMENT POLICY IN CLOSING 
GARDA STATIONS
Seamus Boland, Chief Executive of Irish rural Link
suggests the establishment of a formal community-
police partnership to operate at county or regional 
level and says it is imperative that the Minister for Jus-
tice takes immediate action to reassure the thousands 
of people living in isolated areas that the Government 
will protect them from attacks.

Irish rural Link is the national network for rural com-
munities.

It represents the interests of community groups in 
disadvantaged and marginalised rural areas by high-
lighting problems, advocating appropriate policies and 
sharing experiences and examples of good practice.

        SEaMUS BOLaNd
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where once the entrance gate lay permanently open and the 
front and back doors rarely locked in rural ireland, we now see 
the electric gate and the blinking security light on the gable end 
of the house indicating that the house is connected to an alarm 
system. 

Such is the lack of confidence by vulnerable people in the 
gardai, that unless they have the means to spend large sums 
of money on protecting their homes, they remain in a constant 
state of worry.

of course the man i referred to will know the work of com-
munities in their efforts to reassure people, who are worried 
about break-ins. examples include: the work of community alert 
and neighbourhood watch initiatives; the support given by rural 
transport programmes; the provision of home security systems 
and the work of many of the active retirement associations. he 
will be aware of the many helpful hints asking him to link with 
neighbours and reminders to people in the community to call in.

The problem with all of this is that he and thousands of others 
need to believe that the basic service provided by the gardai 
is robust enough to protect communities and that there is 
evidence that criminals get caught and prevention mechanisms 
are real. 

whatever may be said about reducing garda presence through 
station closures and reduced personnel, the least that can be 
determined is that before these reductions, there was some 
garda presence in the area. The loss of that presence must be 
compensated in some fashion and it is here that new ideas need 
to be considered.

one of those ideas is to establish a formal community-police 
partnership to operate at county or regional level. 

This is a step up from the community’s involvement in local vol-
untary programmes. it would ensure that policing and security 
plans for the area are designed with the police and the com-
munity in mind. in fact they are designed by the police and the 
community. it is completely understood that the gardai cannot 
be everywhere; however the community if active and properly 
structured can. Such a model, while existing in rural parts of 
Scotland and other countries will have plenty of questions, but 
at least let it be discussed and teased out.

it would also be extremely useful if the new minister for Justice 
would, in a public way, by words as well as deed, reassure the 
thousands of people living is isolated areas that she is well aware 
of their plight and intends to do something about it. in fact, as 
we come into the winter, it is imperative that she does so im-
mediately.

in the mean time we can all play our part in ensuring that 
people are not forgotten. 

This means visiting people and involvement in the local neigh-
borhood watch or community alert programme. it means 
deliberately noticing what is happening in the local community 
and being quick to observe if someone hasn’t been seen.

The alternative is the continuation of a fear that was so strong it 
forced an elderly man to seek refuge some thirty miles from his 
home in the dead of night.

“ … a 68-year-old man cycled  thirty 
miles to check into a nursing unit, 
having abandoned his home because 
of fear of being attacked….”
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Since 1992, the money advice and Budgeting Service (maBS) 
has been an important component of the State’s overall 
response to assist people to manage on a reduced income and 
to address over-indebtedness.  maBS continues, in an ever-
changing economic climate, to play a vital role in assisting up to 
50,000 new clients each year in addressing their financial difficul-
ties and in their often complex negotiation with creditors.

maBS, given its limited resources, has responded effectively in 
recent years to increased client numbers, the changing regula-
tion of the banking sector, the new debt resolution environment 
and being the appointed approved intermediary for the provi-
sion of the Debt relief notice solution for people in debt who 
have no income or assets.

Issues of Concern for MaBS and its Clients
in their 2015 pre–Budget submission maBS raised issues that 
are of concern to maBS advisers and which reflects the experi-
ence gained from almost 50,000 people that maBS assisted in 
2013. Some of these issues are:

MORE PEOPLE 
SUFFERING FROM MENTAL 
HEALTH PROBLEMS DUE 
TO FINANCIAL STRESS

MABS offices are managed by voluntary Boards that may 
include the main stakeholders (Citizens Information Cen-
tres, local authorities, Social Welfare, Society of St Vincent 
de Paul etc.) at local level who have an interest in assisting 
people who are in debt or at risk of getting into debt.

“………  Additional taxes will mean many MABS clients having little or no disposable income in 2015……”

Reports Michael Culloty of 
the national Money Advice 
and Budgeting Service



Protection of the Economically Vulnerable
maBS on-going concern is to ensure that adequate protection 
continues to be given to those who are most economically 
vulnerable. Budgets over the last few years have had a serious 
impact on low-income families and the working poor which 
runs counter to years of positive supports to assist families 
work their way out of poverty. as a result of cuts in welfare, 
in public services and extra household charges the cumulative 
effect on welfare recipients and the working poor must not be 
under -estimated. as the economy improves maBS have asked, 
in their pre-Budget submission, that priority be given to those 
most impacted by the recession. 

Impact of New Taxes
The impacts of the property tax and water charges have seen 
additional taxes on the average irish household. 
maBS, from its own records, has identified that the average 
yearly disposable income of 26,000 new clients who attended 
the local maBS in 2013 was " 456.63.These additional charges 
will result in the maBS clients having little or no disposable 
income in 2015. 

debt and Mental Health
while maBS does not retain information on clients’ mental 
health, due to data protection obligations, maBS are acutely 
aware of an increase in clients suffering from financial stress 
related mental health issues seeking the support of maBS 
Services. our staff witness this suffering and stress on a weekly 
basis.  This issue is of on-going concern for maBS and we have 
recommended in our pre-Budget submission the introduction 
of  robust mental health guidelines, such as those introduced in 
the uk, which would be of significant benefit to the maBS client 
group and others.

Minimum/Living Wage
The maBS statistics show that 37% of clients approaching the 
service are in receipt of income other than welfare. many of 
these clients would be in employment and some on the mini-
mum wage.

in principle the minimum wage was originally intended to set 
an income baseline that would provide employees with an 
adequate income. in July 2014 the living wage Technical group, 
established by the vincentian Partnership for Justice, published 
their research into a living wage for the republic of ireland. 
They have calculated that for ireland the living wage should 
now be " 11.45 or "48 3.60 per week (gross). This shows that 
those on the existing minimum wage have a shortfall of " 2.80 
per hour so resulting in an income inadequate to meet the cost 
of essentials for everyday living. 

availability of credit
maBS has identified that personal debt and lack of access to 
credit are issues of growing concern. many irish people experi-
ence ‘financial exclusion’ and basic bank accounts have not as yet 

been made available in ireland. in September 2013 the Board of 
the citizens information Board, out of concerns in relation to 
access to credit for the maBS client group, prepared a paper on 
micro-credit for the minister for Social Protection. That paper 
gave an overview of the issues pertaining to the availability of 
small scale lending which is needed by a growing cohort of 
citizens, as well as outlining a micro credit model.

 Closing of Bank accounts
Some Banks, when customers are unable to meet their credit 
commitments, close access to the operational side of their ac-
count, so removing its normal transactional aspect which is so 
vital for everyday money management.

given the government’s interest in the issue of access to 
financial services and the prevention of financial exclusion we 
considered it appropriate to raise this issue in our pre-Budget 
submission and to ask if this practice was in keeping with the 
ethos of the financial inclusion Strategy.

Credit History
maBS is of the view, in order to assist individuals and the 
economy generally, that a mechanism needs to be found to 
“rehabilitate” the credit histories of those consumers who are 
unable to maintain their debt repayment commitments in full 
because of the change in their economic circumstances. 

maBS requested that consideration be given to the introduc-
tion of an arrangement similar to that introduced for maBS 
participants in the 1999-2001 “maBS/iBf Debt Settlement Pi-
lot”, whereby a special entry was introduced to the irish credit 
Bureau (icB) records to indicate compliance with the agree-
ments reached between creditor and debtor. 

Hidden Costs associated with Bill Payment
for those without access to a bank account, many over-the-
counter payment services now carry an additional fee. whilst 
such fees may appear to be nominal, they considerably erode 
the amount of income available to a family and mitigate against 
responsible household management.  

• Michael Culloty is the National Development Officer, Social Policy 
and Communications with MABS 

maBS national helpline 1890 283 438 
monday to friday 9am to 8pm.
www.mabs.ie
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The Society of St.vincent de Paul exists to provide help to 
those in need. The SvP objective is the relief of poverty, both 
material and emotional, in ireland and abroad without differen-
tiation on the grounds of race, colour, creed, ideology or gender.

The Society has been in ireland since 1844 and has extensive 
experience of working with a diverse range of people who 
experience poverty and exclusion.

it has never failed to answer calls for assistance.

it is in this context that the controversy which arose when the 
catholic Bishop of galway, Dr. martin Drennan, made public on 
radio and in the newspapers his request for clarification of a 
donation which the maureen o’connell fund (mocf), which 
is administered under the direction of the SvP St. augustine’s 
conference in galway, had made to amach lgBT galway.

The Society decided to deal with this matter courteously and 
not to reveal in public the exact terms of a letter received from 
the Bishop. nor did it disclose the exact contents of the reply 
which it sent to Bishop Drennan.

The decision to make the matter public was not that of the 
Society.

The grant made to amach lgBT galway was approved by 
mocf as a contribution to a resource centre which galway 
city council had also pledged to provide. approval was made 
on the basis that amach! lgBT galway is a community based 
organisation. it is also supported by galway county council, 
galway city Partnership, gorT resource centre, loughrea 
family resource centre, galway & roscommon eTB, west 
Training & Development and youth work ireland.
 

The decision was endorsed by the SvP national management 
council as providing support for an excluded and marginalised 
group in need of support. This is consistent with the SvP mis-
sion statement to support social justice initiatives. The decision 
was made purely on the basis of need in the galway area, in the 
same way as all requests for support are assessed. it does not 
signify any other motive.

The SvP objective is the relief of poverty, both material and 
emotional, in ireland and abroad, without differentiation on the 
grounds of race, colour, creed, ideology or gender. 

no grants from the mocf come from any public donations 
made to the SvP. The mocf administers a legacy willed to the 
SvP by the late maureen o’connell. The fund can only be used 
in galway city and county.
 
a total of €8.5m of the maureen o’connell fund has been 
spent or approved for 60 beneficial projects. These have in-
cluded once-off grants and funding for projects which have been 
supported over a number of years. Support has been provided 
to several resource centres and day-care centres in galway city 
and county. other grants were provided for SvP social housing 
and for a range of education projects for children from pre-
school through primary to second level in the city and county.

The Bishop of galway did not accept the invitation of the 
national President of the SvP to meet to discuss the matter. 
The €45,000 grant is over a 3-year period, subject to quartlerly 
reports about its implementation.

THE SVP, 
THE MAUREEN O’CONNELL FUND 
AND AMACH LGBT GALWAY



SEPTEMBER-OCTOBER 2014 JUSTICE BRIEFING

Do you know that 1 in 8 of households living in poverty in 
ireland is headed by an adult working full time?  a 39 hour 
working week with a national minimum wage rate of pay does 
not ensure a minimum acceptable standard of living.  There is a 
growing realisation in ireland, the uk, uSa and elsewhere that 
individuals working full time should have a decent standard of 
living.  

many people in ireland are not aware of the difference between 
the national minimum wage and a living wage.  They assume 
that both are synonymous.  households dependent on the 
national minimum wage know they are not synonymous, as do 
organisations working to eradicate poverty and inequality.  

as a member of the newly formed living wage Technical group 
the vincentian Partnership for Social Justice is very pleased that 
its facts and figures on what constitutes an acceptable standard 
of living have  contributed to the development of a living wage.  
This edition of Just.now focuses on the living wage. 

Living Wage 20 14 Ir eland                                                                         
Why The Minimum Wage is Not a Living Wage

CLOTHING         FOOD           HOUSING

HEALTH               EDUCATION TRANSPORTATION        SOCIAL/RECREATION

ON A 
LIVING WAGE 
YOU CAN AFFORD...

INCENTIAN 
ARTNERSHIP 

FOR SOCIAL I 
JUSTICE 

JUST.NOW 
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• Was introduced in 2000 at a £4.40 (Euro €5.58) hourly rate
• Today the hourly rate is €8.65
• The Minimum Wage Commission decided in 2000 that the rate 
 for a nmw should be set around  two thirds  of median 
 earnings (the median wage is the midpoint wage where 50% earn above and 50% below)
• Since 2000 the NMW rate has fallen considerably below this threshold
• Originally the rate was set by balancing the need to establish a rate which would prevent     
 in-work poverty and which would not have a negative impact on the economy or employment
• The current NMW is not a living wage for the majority of earners

SEPTEMBER-OCTOBER 2014 JUSTICE BRIEFING

The Current National Minimum Wage (NMW)

• Launched on 3rd of July 2014 for the Republic of Ireland by the Living wage Technical Group – two trade unions  
 – uniTe and  SiPTu, two think tanks – TaSc and neri and two Social  Justice groups – Social Justice ireland   
 and t he vPSJ.
• Will be updated on an annual basis to reflect changes in the cost of a Minimum Essential 

 Standard of living (meSl)

The Current National Minimum Wage (NMW)

• €8.65 per hour
• A rate which is set by policy makers
• Is arbitrarily determined, and does not 
 reflect the cost of a standard of living

• Does not change as living costs change 

Minimum Wage

• €11.45 per hour
• A rate which is based on evidence   
 and research
• Benchmarked against the cost of   
 minimum standard of living
• Updated each year to reflect    
 changes in the cost of a minimum   

 essential Standard of living 

Living Wage

REPUBLIC OF IRELAND LIVING WAGE €11.45

INCENTIAN 
,.. __ ARTNERSHIP 

FOR SOCIAL I 
JUST.NOW 

JUSTICE 
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How is the Living Wage 
Calculated? 
The living wage for ireland is calculated on the basis of the 
minimum essential Standard of living research in ireland, con-
ducted by the vincentian Partnership for Social Justice (vPSJ). 
This research establishes a consensus on what members of 
the public believe is a minimum standard that no individual or 
household should live below. working with focus groups, the 
minimum goods and services that everyone needs for a mini-
mum essential Standard of living (meSl) are identified. with 
a focus on needs not wants, the concern is with more than 
survival as a meSl is a standard of living which meets physical, 
psychological and social needs, at a minimum but acceptable 
level. where necessary the core meSl data has been comple-
mented by other expenditure costs for housing, insurance and 
transport. The living wage Technical group has decided to 
focus the calculation of a living wage for the republic of ireland 
on a single-adult household.

Family Living Incomes 
while the calculation of the living wage is based on a single-
adult household, the living wage Technical group recognises 
that households with children experience additional costs which 
are relevant to any consideration of such household’s standards 
of living. 

To put the living wage rate in context, and demonstrate the 
additional income and social support needs of households with 
children, a range of family living income needs have also been 
calculated, following a complementary method to that used 
for the living wage. Details of these family living incomes will 
be published each year to accompany the annual living wage 
update.

Benefits of a Living Wage
enabling workers to have a decent standard of living means 
people can buy more goods which in turn increase demand, 
which in turn expands employment and business, which in turn 
improves the economy and which in turn increases tax revenue!

Challenges
• Show how a Living Wage will benefit everybody
• Lobby that the minimum wage is increased over the long term 
   until it corresponds to a living wage
• Promote the Living Wage at political level
• Persist in the promotion of the Living Wage Movement – 
   locally, institutions e.g. universities, professional organisations, 
   faith based groups and civil society groups.

What Can We Do?
• Be in solidarity with low paid workers
• Promote the Living Wage in our  conversations
• Join a group which promotes the Living Wage 
• Learn from UK Citizens Organising (www.citizensuk.org)  - 
   faith based communities working for a living wage  
• Obtain more information from Living Wage website – www.
   livingwage.ie  or from the vPSJ
• If applicable implement a progressive realisation of  a Living 
   wage for all in our employment
• Keep in mind the Gospel teaching – “The Labourer is worthy 
   of his (her) hire”  luke 10:7
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Reflection and Prayer
in  Preparartion for the 17th October 
Commemoration

on the 17th of october 2014 at 11.30am people will gather at 
the 17th of october human rights and Poverty Stone to listen 
to men and women as they tell their stories of poverty, injustice 
or discrimination in their daily lives.  People will stand together 
in solidarity with the millions of men, women and children who 
throughout the world yearn for food, accommodation and 
friendship.  They also yearn for their human dignity to be recog-
nised and their human rights to be respectful. 

Since 2008 the irish ‘human rights and Poverty Stone’ is situ-
ated near the famine memorial on customs house quay.  
Similar stones can be found in over 50 significant places around 
the world and they all bear the pledge of     fr. Joseph wresinksi 
(1977-1988), initiator of the un Day for the eradication of 
Poverty.   

 “wherever men and women are condemned to live in ex-
treme poverty, human rights are violated.  To come together 
to e nsure t hat t hese r ights be respected is our solemn duty.”                                       
fr. Joseph wresinski

“Poverty is the worst for of violence” – gandhi

“Poverty is not natural, it is man-made, and it can be overcome 
and eradicated” – nelson mandela

“in a country well governed, poverty is something to be 
ashamed of.  in a country badly governed, wealth is something 
to be ashamed of ” – confucius

“if you are neutral in situations of injustice, you have chosen the 
side of the oppressor” – Desmond Tutu

“Poverty devastates families, communities and nations.  it causes 
instability and political unrest and fuels conflict” -  kofi annan

 i came that they may have life to the full – John 10:10

whatever you do to the least of my Brothers and Sisters you 
do to me.  matthew 25:42

Universal Prayer
composed by Father Joseph Wresinski, October 17, 1987, Notre 
Dame Cathedral, Paris

for these millions of children twisted by the pain of hunger, no 
longer able to smile, yet still yearning to love.  for these millions 
of young people, who have no reason to believe or even to ex-
ist, and who vainly search for a future in this senseless world.  

our father we pray to you, Send hands to reap your harvest.

for these millions of men, women and children, whose hearts 
are still pounding strong to the beat of struggle, whose 
minds rise in revolt against the unjust fate imposed upon 
them, whose courage demands the right to priceless dignity.                                                                                                                                         

our father we pray to you, Send hands to reap your harvest.

for these millions of children, women and men who do not 
want to condemn, but to love, to pray, to work and to unite, 
so that a world of solidarity may be born. a world, our world, 
in which all people would have given the best of themselves 
before dying.     

our father we pray to you, Send hands to reap your harvest.

may all those who pray find a hearing in god’s presence and 
receive from him the power to remove misery from humanity, 
the humanity created in his image.  

our father we pray to you, Send hands to reap your harvest.

Pope John Paul II chose this prayer to open the 1997 Paris World 
Youth Days.
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While the Government has painted a picture of well-
off pensioners who should be taking more pain during 
the economic recession, the reality is that pensioners 
who provided for their own future and saved for it, 
have been treated particularly badly in an underhand 
way by the Minister for Finance. 

There is what may be a worrying situation emerging for many 
middle and lower-income pensioners who have in the past 
few months begun to feel the effects of  government actions 
as their companies have cut pension payments to pay millions 
in a tax which the minister for finance imposed. he called it a 
“levy” which was to last four years but it has been extended 
and may now become a permanent extra tax aimed specifically 
at those who have had to pay for their own pensions. These 
include private sector and semi-State employees who fund their 
own pensions. it did not affect public sector workers. effectively, 
it is an extra income tax imposed on pensioners, a fact which 
may surprise those who read articles in the general media that 
pensioners have got off lightly from austerity.

That is not the truth. The reality is that the government has 
raided the savings which people put by for their retirement, 
through paying for their own pensions. The levy took an estimat-
ed €650 million out of pension savings in 2014 and those who 
are depending on these schemes suffered income cuts, which 
the pension funds had to make in order to stay in existence.

it is possible that the government through its actions may have 
sounded the death-knell of some pension funds, leading to 
further problems in the future.
 
while an impression has been given that these levies most 
affected what were described as “golden pensions,” the reality 
is that they have hit hardest the basic pensions of many lower-
paid and middle-income retirees in both private and semi-State 
organisations, who have to fund their own pensions as “private” 
pensions.

The analogy in the way in which public opinion has been misled 
in this matter is similar to the manner in which the minister for 
finance indicated, when changing taxation on health insurance 
costs, that he would only affect the higher schemes, when in fact 
the hardest hit were what would be termed “ordinary” people.

The pension levies, with more to be implemented, have cost 
lower and middle-income earners heavily in their annual in-
comes.

The minister for finance backtracked on a previous Budgetary 
commitment not to renew the Pensions levy after 2014 by 
twisting words. while removing a 0.6% levy on pension funds at 
the end of 2014, he introduced a new levy of 0.15%, meaning 
that pension schemes paid both the 0.6% levy and the 0.15% 
levy in 2014 (a combined 0.75% levy) and the 0.15% levy in 
2015. This cost many millions of euros and so the pensioners 
had their incomes cut. Just like those who took wage cuts, so did 
private pensioners, but a media which ‘bought’ the government 
opinion, failed to challenge and contradict it.

mr. noonan said the new levy of 0.15% was designed to fund 
“the continuing jobs initiative and to make provision for po-
tential State liabilities which may emerge from pre-existing or 
future pension fund difficulties.”

The irish congress of Trade unions, the irish association of 
Pension funds and various other industry experts described the 
levies as an attack on average earners and a government raid 
on their savings

The irish association of Pension funds (iaPf) said that the gov-
ernment was taking away the money which people tried to save 
for retirement, which was the purpose of a pension.

it is, effectively, a stealth tax imposed by the coalition on those 
who have to fund their own pensions and is already having a 
serious effect on many people, “driving them towards penury,” 
according to one description.

fianna fáil Spokesperson on finance, michael mcgrath, T.D., 
said the government was “unfairly penalising pensioners and 
savers by raiding the private pension savings of three-quarters 
of a million private sector workers. Thousands of private sector 
workers have seen the value of their pension funds hammered 
during the economic crisis. for many years, the State encour-
aged people to invest in their own pension funds. for a gov-
ernment to raid these funds at a time when fund values have 
already collapsed defies logic.”

• The author of this article has had experience in the pensions 
industry and with the SVP.

PENALISING 
PENSIONERS WHO 
LOOKED AFTER 
THEMSELVES
Underhand Practice by Government

By Jim Dempsey
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This year is the 170th anniversary of the Society of St vincent 
de Paul in ireland. in the second decade of the 21st century, the 
problems people face have become somewhat more complex 
and the SvP has needed to evolve to best meet the various 
needs of those we assist. 

one of the changes in its response has seen the Society utilise 
the advances in modern technology and the advent of online 
communications to benefit its clients.

The Society launched its previous website in 2008 in order 
to help meet the demand for information about the Society’s 
assistance programmes from the general public. This proved to 
be a good platform for the Society to promote its work and 
allow people to easily access our services and request assistance 
where needed. 

The number of people using online media to interact with the 
Society has been growing exponentially in the last few years. 
more than 360,000 people visited the site in 2013. They also 
seemed to appreciate the anonymity it gave them as many 
people find it extremely difficult to ask for help.  as usage 

SVP LAUNCHES 
NEW WEBSITE 
report : Linda O Connell, National Online & Media 
Co-Ordinator and Sarah Eustace National Online 
Media assistant 
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Linda O Connell



increased and the range of the Society’s services expanded, 
the original site became somewhat dated and in need of an 
upgrade. we also needed to refocus and reassess, based on the 
experiences we had gained, how we could best communicate 
with our varied audiences. 

we decided to redevelop our website and make it more user-
friendly by prioritising three key user types: those looking for 
assistance, those wanting to volunteer and those wanting to 
fundraise or donate.  

The old site showed itself to be an excellent medium by which 
to promote and highlight the advocacy work carried out by the 
SvP in lobbying government and participating in policy-review 
groups in its attempts to alleviate poverty and lessen social 
exclusion. it has helped the Society in no small way to become 
the leading voice for social justice in ireland and the website has 
been an invaluable tool in educating the public on these matters.  

The new site, launched in early September is much more 
interactive and will host an array of media such as videos, blogs, 
Podcasts and image galleries. its ‘searchability’ has been vastly im-
proved, making it much easier to navigate and source informa-
tion specifically relating to named regions. 

consequently, our 11,000 volunteers can now use this site to 
promote their conference-centred events, news, fundraisers 
and volunteer drives, giving it a more personal and local feel. 
new functionality in the fundraising section, for example, will 
allow people to create their very own fundraising page with a 
unique web address to share with friends and family. The great 
thing about this is that 100% of the money raised goes to the 

chosen area. we also have a ticketed-fundraiser facility where, 
again, volunteers can setup their very own fundraiser and sell 
tickets to the event. 

we will be offering corporate ecards all-year-round (previously 
this was only available during annual appeal time) which will be 
professionally created and which, on foot of a corporate dona-
tion to the Society, will include the company’s logo and can be 
sent to clients and customers. 

we really hope you like our new site and would appreciate any 
feedback or comments you might have. 

Please visit us at www.svp.ie
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We should ask ourselves have we handed over our di-
rect connection with God and outsourced our spiritu-
ality in a blinded way to external powers, who decide 
the rules that govern religions of all hues?

i watched a thought-provoking priest giving a sermon recently 
on television and when he said that the recession had increased 
the numbers attending special ceremonies at christmas and 
easter it made me think about how we feel about religion and 
its necessity in our everyday lives. he said we turn to religion 
when we are in trouble, sad or seeking some favour. he is cor-
rect of course, that is what we do. So what is religion? The defi-
nition in the dictionary says religion is an organised collection of 
beliefs, cultural systems and world views that relate to humanity 
and to an order of existence. The word religion is sometimes 
used interchangeably with faith, belief systems, or a set of duties, 
the service and worship of god or the supernatural.

a global report in 2012 reports that 59% of the world popula-
tion is religious, with more women than men having religious 
beliefs.

we live in a world full of mysteries and unknowns. fear of the 
unknown makes people turn to religion and to god.  it is this 
fear of the unknown that makes religion such an attractive alter-
native and is the root of all religious beliefs. almost all religions 
are designed to bring about a packaged peace of mind and give 
us values and strong beliefs and an attitude to live by. religion 
offers comfort and a moral guidance for how to live life and 
helps us believe in a life after death.  

we do not hear much preached about hell in today’s sermons, 
any more than we hear about grave sins, but it is these fears 
that a strong belief in god eliminates and gives people hope for 
the receiving of the lord’s compassion at the end of life.  People 
do turn to religion in bad times and seek solace and answers to 
questions that are bigger and more complicated than they can 
understand, like when people have a terminal illness, but it is our 
own deep spirituality that sustain us eventually.

freud saw religion as a way for people to reassure themselves 
that their difficult lives are worthwhile and tolerable in view of 

WHAT IS RELIGION IN TODAY’S WORLD?

asks Peg Hanafin who suggests that it is 
“often used to control, manipulate and dis-
empower people and to keep the oppressed 
silent and the militant obedient…”
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the benefits that may come in the ‘after-life.’ according to him, 
people just go along with the philosophy, morality and instruc-
tions that religion or the church dictates in their daily lives. Some 
think that religion is only a crutch for those who are weak and 
have no strong opinions.

well, it may be true that religion is a crutch for many believ-
ers who have difficult lives and turn to faith as a solace to the 
soul.  religion and the rules that govern a religion give a strong 
foundation upon which to build daily lives, stops people making 
serious mistakes and helps them find ways to care for others, 
puts boundaries and rules into a framework for living, which is 
of vital importance to our everyday lives.  religion even used as 
a crutch is a useful tool, beneficial and helpful, but it must not be 
overused, or abused to a point where instead of helping to heal 
they cause disruption and damage. 

when we look at religious extremists and the damage they 
cause to the lives of others, we must accept that religions can 
and do harm people in the name of whatever god they sup-
port. 

religion is often used to control, manipulate and disempower 
people and to keep the oppressed silent and the militant 
obedient. we should ask ourselves have we handed over our 
direct connection with god and outsourced our spirituality in 
a blinded way to external powers, who decide the rules that 
govern religions of all hues? 

The promise of life after death has kept many on the straight 
and narrow and in recent years, the damage done by the abuse 
of children and those vulnerable  by church clergy,  has left many 
questioning what they believed in and held sacred. There are no 
perfect people in this world so erosion of values and beliefs are 
a fact of life. 

But fundamentally religion encourages positive changes in our 
lives. we have all experienced Divine intervention in our lives in 
one way or another, even if we think it is coincidence.  our faith 
teaches us humility, patience, gratitude, to reach out to others in 
our family, community and to those that need a helping hand. it 
also encourages us to challenge abuse of power, to stand up for 
the oppressed and downtrodden and to fight injustice at every 
corner. faith and religious beliefs also allow people to be truthful 
and loving of others. it also encourages us to fight against greed, 
corruption, manipulation, deceit and the abuse of power by 
those in authority and in leadership roles. every individual must 
rely on their own spirituality to trust in themselves to loving and 
making just and compassionate decisions. 

if we believe that there is a loving god who created us, cares 
for us and wants what is best for us, then it follows that blessings 
for a happy life will be showered on us when we practice love, 
care and sharing, all of which brings us closer to our god.  

religion and how we practice it is the 
right path in life, some people may dis-
agree, but as faith leads to hope which 
in turn leads to a life of happiness and 
fulfilment, even those that consider it a 
crutch for bad times will benefit from 
faith in every area of life. 

religion has always been part of human-
ity and has taken a central role in virtu-
ally every civilization and culture. 

critics are continually telling us that religion is on the way out, 
but we need only look at the numbers climbing holy mountains, 
attending sunrise masses, attending novenas, thronging to holy 
places, to see that people want to be part of religious beliefs.  it 
is a powerful and persistent part of our life and shows no sign 
of disappearing as the critics suggest. 

indeed that preacher i saw on television was correct. Since the 
recession we have seen a rise in churchgoers and professions 
of faith at every level. we are now facing a dwindling clergy and 
we must face up to the fact that we may have a society in the 
future that will be short of priests and religious to care for our 
religious needs. That is when we will have to resort to our own 
strengths of spirituality. 

with the absence of clergy to conduct funerals, weddings, sacra-
ments or be at a bedside as someone dies, the awareness of 
how precious their presence were in our lives may only then be 
realised. 

our faith, beliefs and inner spirituality encourages us to love 
god, love our neighbour and live within the commandments of 
the lord.  

But we must also re-examine our dependence on external 
sources that have tried to take ownership of our individual 
spiritual development from without, to the detriment of our 
god-given spiritual power within and to the escalation of our 
fears around the unknown.   

we need to remember that we are made in the image and like-
ness of god and asked to trust in his compassion and love and 
not feel ostracised by the choices we make in life. 

you can only feel outside the fold if you fail to nurture your 
own spirituality, which is god’s unique and personal gift to every 
human being. 

•Peg Hanafin, M.Sc.; Psy. Rehab.Couns, Dip Psych., is a Counsellor 
with 35 years’ experience  

WHAT IS RELIGION IN TODAY’S WORLD?

Peg Hanafin
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Guild of St. Philip
Prison and Visitor Centre 
Volunteers and Staff 

Day of Reflection and Renewal

at mount St. anne’s retreat and conference centre, killenard, 
Portarlington, co. laois
 
Saturday november 14th, 2014: 10 a.m. – 4 p.m.

(tea/scones on arrival + lunch provided)
 
This is a day for meeting old and new friends involved in this SvP work, 
sharing, supporting one another and looking forward to what can be 
done in the future.

for more information:
contact catherine coleman 087-2274959, ctcoleman@eircom.net
 
(Local SVP members will meet trains in Portarlington and drive visitors to 
nearby Killenard, if necessary)
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as national vice-President for Social Justice i have been on 
delegations to meet with government ministers and their of-
ficials with the Social Justice Team as we advocated the Society’s 
policies on various issues.

on a number of occasions when the question of government 
understanding of the hardship its policies have caused to families 
and individuals has arisen, i have quoted a mantra  given to me 
by members of visitation conferences: 

“SvP members go where politicians do not. we are invited 
inside the doors of people’s homes. Politicians canvass on the 
doorsteps. we hear the reality.”

Throughout austerity and the recession the Society of 
St.vincent de Paul has been constructive, careful and measured 
in its comments about the effects of government and State 
authority decisions affecting the families and individuals which 
the Society serves. The Society’s first-hand experience of the 
severe effects of austerity imposed by government decision 
on the community is better than any other assessment because 
of the unique system of  visitation which is carried out by SvP 
volunteers throughout the nation.

as a result the Society has seen the widespread effect of 
deprivation and hardship on families and individuals from those 
who depend upon social welfare, to the low-waged and middle-
income groups.

Since the return of the Dáil and increasing gradually throughout 
the Summer, government ministers, officials, supportive media 
commentators and politicians of both coalition parties, have 
conveyed the impression that the country has entered recovery 
and that the era of austerity is over.

while the Society would welcome this, it is not the general view 
of conferences, the parish-based units, of the Society through-
out ireland. members still report instances of severe deprivation, 
lack of money, shortage of the necessities of life, worries about 
maintaining a “roof over our heads” as many families have told 
SvP visitation volunteers. There is a major homeless problem 
and unemployment remains a huge issue.

This is not the view which the government likes to hear, nor 
is it welcome that this Society takes issue with policies which 
impose extra demands and more hardship on those least able 
to cope. There appears at times to be a lack of understanding 

that people just do not have enough money to live on and that 
imposing new charges on households, such as for the life-essen-
tial of water, coupled with increasing costs for energy and rising 
food prices, will continue to impose suffering on many people.

The Social Justice Team is currently engaged in disagreement 
with the commission for energy regulation (cer) which has a 
key role in enforcing government energy policy, where the SvP 
considers that the cer is not showing enough concern for con-
sumers, compared to its actions in pricing policies which favour 
the utility providers.

from the announcement of the Society’s work towards a future 
vision for ireland this September in support of the ethics initia-
tive by President higgins, our public approach towards govern-
ment, State, semi-State and local authorities, private organisa-
tions, companies and all those who interface with the public will 
be a strong, committed voice calling for equality of opportunity 
and treatment for all citizens. 

governmental approach has imposed wage cuts on workers, 
but not done the same with powerful interests, individually and 
in groups, whose contractual arrangements could not be broken. 
why, the majority of ireland’s citizens, can well ask, have many 
of those whose greed and corruption caused lasting damage, 
even break-up to families and individuals, whose actions caused 
the loss of homes, forced emigration and caused lasting social 
damage, not been dealt with for the economic destruction they 
caused.

The founder of the Society of St.vincent de Paul, frederic 
ozanam said: “i should wish to see political questions give way 
to the much greater importance of social questions.”

The government could, with benefit, take note of that com-
ment which will be to the forefront of our work for social 
justice. 

So could the fiscal advisory council. while understanding its 
focus on correcting national finances quickly, its recommenda-
tion for even more austerity shows little concern for ordinary 
people and the suffering they have endured for many, many 
years. But then those in positions of power, commentators, 
economists, academics, have not experienced the deprivation 
which SvP members see every week of the year in the course 
of their visitation work to families in difficulties due to austerity 
and government cutbacks caused by the greed of financiers.

Political questions 
should give way to the 
much greater importance 
of social questions
By Tom MacSweeney, SVP National Vice-President
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we usually read about business support for charitable organisa-
tions and vulnerable people but it is not often we read that the 
vulnerable customer is subsidising big business.  

This is not acceptable to the Society of St.vincent de Paul. it 
seemed the case recently when i was struck by the following 
headline “Tynagh power plant gets 8% rise in subsidy” (irish 
Times 11.8.14).  The article explained that during the boom 
years the government feared that the State was unable to meet 
its electricity generation needs and set up a ten-year supply 
contract wi th Tynagh energy which guaranteed its running costs.  

Those guaranteed fees are worth €66.4m in 2015 to a compa-
ny that had recorded year-on-year profits of €25m. That profit 
is subsidised by the Public Service obligation (PSo) levy which 
is paid by all domestic customers and has increased in cost by 
over 300% in the last three years. 

The fees are set by the commission for energy regulation 
(cer) who have a key role in enforcing government energy 
policy.

So the regulator is making the customer pay for the profits of 
big business.

The Society of St. vincent de Paul criticised the cer decision on 
the cost of the levy stating that it represented a regressive tax 
which compensated large industry players for market losses but 
left the customer, including vulnerable customers, with the bill.  

given that cer has a mandate to protect the interest of energy 
customers, such a decision has raised questions in the minds of 
SvP members as to how exactly the cer is protecting custom-
ers’ interests.

The cer’s overall mandate is to “protect the interests of energy 
customers, maintain security of supply, and to promote competi-

tion in the generation and supply of electricity and supply of 
natural gas”. This is of course a very broad remit requiring the 
management of many vested interests.  The question for cus-
tomers, particularly vulnerable customers and their advocates 
is - how are their interests considered and weighted?  how can 
they input to such a complex technical topic? are cer decisions 
protecting the customer interests?  

The decision regarding the PSo levy would not appear to have 
been in favour of consumers.

The customer focus of cer is once again in question in relation 
to the charging structure of water services.  

while in the difficult position of negotiating the territory of 
mandated government policy and ensuring the viability of the 
new utility irish water, the decisions made by cer will have a 
direct impact on nearly every household in the state.  

Sadly the customer who pays for everything, either directly or 
through the State, is quite divorced from cer decision making.  

a blatant example of this was the public consultation process 
for the charging structure of irish water.  The consultation 
process occurred over four weeks in august, involved 36 dif-
ferent documents, and was aimed at technical and economic 
professionals and offered little for the customer of irish water 
to consider. 

one simple way the regulator could have stood-up for cus-
tomer rights was in penalising irish water for infringements of its 
own ‘customer charter.’

The SvP advocated that charter payments to customers should 
be similar to those in the energy sector at €40, but instead cer 
chose the much lower rate of €10. it is very hard to see what 
incentive there is for irish water to improve customer service in 
what the cer decided.

WHY DO VULNERABLE 
CUSTOMERS HAVE TO 
SUPPORT  PROFITABLE 
BIG BUSINESS?

Commission for Energy Regulation Must Protect Customers
SVP Questions Whether It Is Doing So

By Brendan Hennessy
SVP Social Justice and 
Policy Team
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as a regulator, cer is not alone in being open to such criticism.  

in 2012, the council of european energy regulators (ceer) 
belatedly recognised the importance of customer-focused 
regulation and has sought to overcome this deficit by creating 
a “2020 vision for european energy customers”.  given that 
competitive electricity markets started to open as far back as 
2000, it would appear that across europe regulators have been 
highly driven by market, technical and economic considerations, 
the assumption being that a properly constructed competitive 
market will provide the customer with the best offerings at an 
affordable price. 

however after some 15 years, european regulators are now 
realising that the customer also needs to be considered explic-
itly and have developed a vision that acknowledges the need 
for ‘an energy market that engages with and understands the 
diverse needs of customers; that delivers services that meet 
those needs, whilst protecting customers’ interests; … offering 
all customers a fair and affordable deal’.

The council has developed key principles to guide the achieve-
ment of that vision.  They include two in particular which we 
would identify with:

• Affordability (fair prices and energy saving measures) 
and 
• Protection & Empowerment (with specific reference 
to vulnerable customers). 

The council sees this vision as a ‘valuable means of giving 
greater priority to customer issues, based on more effective en-
gagement with customer bodies’.  They also plan to examine the 
interaction between regulatory authorities and organisations 

Commission for Energy Regulation Must Protect Customers
SVP Questions Whether It Is Doing So

The Ozanam Bulletin  |  37

representing customers’ interests to see how improvements can 
be made.  

The SvP has worked closely with the cer in relation to pro-
moting sustainable energy billing policies which recognise the 
budgetary challenges facing many households.  we have also 
promoted the idea of customer stakeholder groups chaired by 
the regulator as a way for advocate groups to get the needs 
and concerns of vulnerable customers as close to decision mak-
ing as possible.

ultimately every irish citizen is affected positively or negatively 
by the decisions of the commission for energy regulation in 
relation to energy and now water. 

considering the depth of the remit it behoves cer to recognise 
that the services it regulates are piped to every household in 
the State.  Surely then cer cannot ignore the known reality of 
the socio-economic make-up of irish society?  Therefore, gov-
ernment and utility companies, must acknowledge the financial 
needs of many households and lessen rather than increase their 
burden.  

To this end the SvP has asked the cer to promote the concept 
of social impact analysis as a necessary mechanism to under-
stand the intended and unintended social consequences, both 
positive and negative, of its policy decisions and consider the 
social change processes they invoke.

we urge the cer to adopt the principles of fair pricing, afford-
ability, protection and savings and work with customer bodies 
to redress this imbalance between customer needs and market 
needs as a matter of urgency.



in the last edition of the Bulletin i wrote 
a short piece paying tribute to the Teach-
ers and chaplains across the country who 
are so active and supportive of our SvP 
youth Development Programme; without 
them we would not have a Programme 
for Schools at all.  as we embark on a new 
school / academic year we are hoping to 
continue to build on the success of our 
youth Programme and see it grow.  last year 
young people in over 190 schools across 
the island engaged with our programme at 
varying levels, and this year we would like to 
see the number of students being provided 
the opportunity to take in our programme 
increasing even more.

in order to do this we need your expertise 
and skills on the ground.  already there are many SvP members 
linking with local schools, either through delivering presentations 
to groups of students or providing other supports to school 
activities. 

i would like to make sure that those who are already, or have 
an interest in becoming, involved can do so with support from 
myself, the youth Development officers and the national youth 
committee, all combined. Please feel free to contact any of us 
and we will assist and support you however we can.

with this in mind we have developed resources and informa-
tion / training modules that will assist you in your work with 

young people and the youth Programme, i have set provisional 
dates for delivery of this across the country (as per below).  
Please contact me if you would like to sign up for any one of 
the dates set, you can email me at becca@svp.ie / phone me at 
01 8299033.  

The training itself involves two separate elements, which will be 
delivered within one day. The first part (morning) of the training 
is for members who wish to develop their skills and confidence 
they can use when visiting schools and making presentations to 
students.  useful methods and resources will be explored in this 
half-day session.  
 

SUPPORTING YOUTH 
DEVELOPMENT Report : Becca Gallagher

National Youth Development 
Coordinator

Date   Time   location
Saturday 27th September 10-1.30pm Session one 
   2.30-5pm Session Two SvP house, Dublin

Saturday 8th november 10-1.30pm Session one 
   2.30-5pm Session Two limerick / galway 
      (venue to be confirmed)
Saturday 22nd november  10-1.30pm Session one 
   2.30-5pm Session Two cork / waterford
      (venue to be confirmed)
Saturday 6th December 10-1.30pm Session one 
   2.30-5pm Session Two north / northwest
      (venue to be confirmed)
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a standard ‘guest Speaker Presentation’ is available and should 
be used by any SvP member visiting a school on behalf of SvP. 
The template and ‘script’ for this is available on request (becca@
svp.ie).  
 
The second part of the day provides extra information, resourc-
es and skills for members wishing to become a local mentor to 
students / schools engaging in SvP activities / running young SvP 
conferences within the school setting.  
• Any member wishing to engage with students in this capacity 
must attend this training session and be registered as a ‘youth 
Support mentor’.  
 
i hope that we will be able to develop a strong SvP member 
base that will engage with schools across the country provid-
ing students with consistent and relevant information about 

SvP, both our origins and our current works, in the hopes that 
students will be inspired to themselves get involved and take 
action.  

young SvP activity and our youth Programme have been devel-
oping over the past number of years, in order to ensure that it 
continues to grow and develop we need the membership to 
embrace it; we now have the support, the resources and the ex-
pertise in place so please use these to your advantage and help 
promote young SvP across your region / local area.

i look forward to meeting many SvP members across the coun-
try in the coming months at the ‘youth Programme Support’ 
training days!

Becca Gallagher - National Youth Development Coordinator
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svP nationwide     society of st.vincent de Paul news throughout ireland

mullagh sChool ChildrEn suPPort svP  cavan

every year the 6th class at St. kilian’s School, mullagh, co. cavan, 
raise funds for the local SvP conference which is also named 
after St.killian. 

This fundraising is very much welcomed by our conference.  
events which the pupils undertook included plant sales, from 
their own tunnel in which they grew the plants themselves, ‘cash 

for clobber,’ a ‘tea party’ and ‘mufty Days.’

our very great thanks for the commitment of the class and the 
school, pupils and teachers towards the work of the Society of 
St.vincent de Pau.

-  From Philomena Osborne, Preside of St. Killian’s Conference

thirty yEars of sErviCE at 
st. PEtErs night shEltEr
ComEs to an End  
cavan   Report: Albert Perris

after almost thirty years of service to the people of cavan 
and the north east, St. Peter’s night Shelter in cavan town will 
this autumn close its doors for the last time.  The service has 
assisted literally thousands of men over those years and helped 
address their most immediate and most basic need - shelter.

The service provided a welcome and practical response to the 
most basic needs of those out of home in the north-east at 
the time. But times have changed; the numbers and profile of 
people using night shelters have changed; and the way in which 
effective social services respond to the needs of people out-of-
home has changed over those decades. The numbers of people 
using the service had declined significantly in recent years and 
the needs of those presenting to the service have become far 

more complex, demanding a more holistic, therapeutic and 
multi-disciplinary response. 

over those thirty years the Society has built up a substantial 
stock of high quality Social housing in the town.  after reviewing 
and monitoring the service over the past number of years, the 
conference has taken the difficult decision to discontinue the 
service.

The facilities will not sit idle however and the SvP in cavan 
town are currently exploring other potential uses for the facili-
ties and what other presenting needs may in future be best 
responded to by the SvP. all current residents of the service will 
be offered alternative SvP housing in the town, or supported to 
move on to independent living. 

Thirty years of valuable service, to the most vulnerable people 
in the north east is a legacy, of which all involved in the service 
over those years, can justifiably be proud!
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svP nationwide     society of st.vincent de Paul news throughout ireland

nEw soCial JustiCE 
tEam mEmbEr  DuBlin

There is a new member of the national Social Justice and Policy 
Team based at head office in Dublin. liz kerrins is replacing 
caroline fahey during caroline’s maternity leave. 

She will be dealing with Social Policy Development. liz has a 
wealth of experience, having worked as Senior Policy officer, 
children’s research centre, Trinity college, Dublin;; Policy and 
Projects officer with the end child Poverty coalition and in 
carrying out independent research. She has also worked in 
research with the Dublin institute of Technology (DiT) and 
Threshold, the private rented tenants’ charity and has a masters’ 
Degree in Sociology from ucD.

vinCEnt’s ‘bowlEd’ ovEr by 
roadshow surPrisE  DownPaTrick

when Pat mcveigh, manager of vincent’s Downpatrick shop, 
came across an ornate little silver bowl he knew there was 
something special about it.  it was donated to the shop earlier 
this year and Pat recognised that there was something special 
about this piece of silverware.  as he was cleaning it, Pat dis-
covered three markings on the bottom of the elegant bowl but 
not knowing what they meant he took them to three different 
jewellers. none of them could decipher the markings leaving Pat 
mystified.

But help was at hand from the experts on the famous antiques 
roadshow, the long-running BBc programme, which visited 
hillsborough castle to provide valuations.

Pat took the bowl along and, while he was hopeful of finding 
out a little about it, did not expect to find the bowl was valu-
able. This little silver bowl is in fact an 1860 Dutch brandy bowl 
popular in holland and widely used as a wedding gift during the 

19th century. Both the bride and the groom would drink brandy 
from the small bowl as a part of the rites of marriage.

The beautiful little bowl was then valued at a tremendous £300-
£500.

Delighted, Pat is planning on putting the silver bowl up for 
auction at wilson’s auction rooms in Belfast with the hope of 
achieving the reserve value of £300 and, at best its top valuation 
price of £500.
 
• Article and photo from ‘Vincent’s Charity Shops SVP Northern 
Region’ Facebook page

national dirECtor lEavEs  
DuBlin

SvP national vice-President, kieran Stafford, on left, makes a pre-
sentation to former national Director, kieran murphy, on behalf of 
the national management council, members and staff to mark his 
service to the Society. kieran has left to pursue other professional 
interests. many tributes were paid to him at a farewell gathering in 
Dublin, for his dedication, commitment and professionalism during 
the eleven years he worked with the SvP. kieran said he would 
be continuing to work “with people and organisations,” motivated 
by his belief which had driven the work of the Society, that every 
person should have an opportunity to realise their full creative 
potential, through equality of opportunity, aided by the Society’s 
focus of working to achieve social justice.
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asylum sEEkEr 
ProJECt  
galway-mayo 

Report: Loretta Needham  

galway-mayo project SolaS (Support, orientation and 
learning for asylum Seekers) was selected to present its policy 
submission to the cross-Departmental group on integration at 
the Department of Justice.  The SolaS project was developed 
under a tri-partite partnership of mayo intercultural action, croí 
na gaillimhe/SvP, and the health Services executive west.  as a 
result of this partnership a regional support structure has been 
established across mayo and galway to address the many varied 
needs of persons in the asylum process. The SolaS project 
received 12 month funding under the european refugee fund 
to carry out its work plan.

The SolaS project’s policy submission highlights the detrimen-
tal impact that long stays in Direct Provision have on the ability 
of asylum seekers to integrate. The issues for asylum seekers in 
terms of integration are multi-fold. firstly; while in the asylum 
process they are physically segregated from the majority com-
munity in Direct Provision centres, in some cases for up to a 
decade. During their time in the asylum process they are unable 
to engage in employment which is a cornerstone of integration. 

furthermore asylum Seekers and their children are further 
excluded from community integration by a process of financial 
exclusion.  asylum seekers receive an allowance of " 19.10 per 
adult and " 9.60 per child.  children in the asylum process, includ-
ing those born in ireland, are precluded from receiving child 
Benefit due to their parents status as asylum seekers. 

representatives from the asylum community, both past and 
present highlighted these issues on behalf of the SolaS project 
at the cross Departmental group’s meeting in hanover Street, 
Dublin, in September.

• If you require further information on the SOLAS 
project’s integration submission or information on the work of 
the SolaS project, you can contact Suzanne mckane (SolaS 
galway Project worker) by email at smckanesolas@gmail.com 
or by telephone at 091- 895203/086-4053602 or Patricia luby 
(SolaS project co-ordinator) by email at patricia_luby@
yahoo.com  by telephone on 094 9044511/086-0406134.

 ‘voluntEEr of thE yEar’ award 
armagh
armagh city woman, mrs anne mcardle, scooped the lord 
mayor’s award for volunteer of the year 2014 for her work 
with the Society of St vincent de Paul.  lord mayor of armagh 
city and District, councillor robert Turner said, “anne and the 
other winners of the various categories are examples to us all. 
volunteers are extremely important to civic society supporting 
community activities, creating job opportunities and promot-
ing environmental, educational, sporting and cultural projects. 
armagh is a better place for having people like anne working in 
the local community.”

• Photo and article courtesy of Armagh News

The Lord Mayor and Deputy Lord Mayor of Armagh City and District 
present Anne McArdle with the Volunteer of the Year. 
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nEw rEgional 
PrEsidEnt 
SouTh weST

Donal kelly has taken office as the new regional President in 
the newly-formed South west region, covering cork and kerry.  
from the Beara Peninsula he has been regional President in 
kerry. Donal is well-known in the farming community after 
many years in a senior role with the ifa. with the reputation 
of a strong community activist, he has been involved in many 
community groups and with the gaa.  “i am a people’s person 
which is why i set up St finian’s conference in castletownbere 
in 2006,” he said. “we have a very active visitation conference 
along with a youth conference.  i have always had broad com-

munity involvement. The Society is great in promoting our youth 
to reach out to help others less fortunate in our community. 
There are hundreds of very committed members in our 140 
conferences throughout the expanded South west region of 
counties cork and kerry  from  Dingle to youghal,  kinsale to 
listowel  who, week-after-week, unselfishly devote their time 
and energy voluntarily to SvP . let’s continue together this work 
that has happened in ireland for the past 170 years of SvP,  pro-
viding vital support in a non-judgemental way to individuals and 
struggling families in need in our communities.   

northErn PrEsidEnts mEEt PrEsidEnt higgins
DuBlin

ElECtriC PiCniC  
laoiS 

“i was at the electric Picnic in Stradbally 
where i took the attached photograph of 
which showed great initiative by the local 
SvP conference for the occasion. well 
done to them.”

- Michael Wall
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Donal Kelly makes a presenta-
tion to former Cork Regional 
President, David Holden

northern region area council Presidents meet President higgins 
at the Dublin SvP conference. included are SvP national President, 
geoff meagher and nothern region President, aidan crawford



The ‘back-to-school’ season has swung into top gear with what have become the 
perennial calls by what might be termed, ‘the usual suspects,’ making those usual 
calls for change, in order to help parents.

The SVP has been one of those voices for a long time now as we try to get the 
message home about how the cost of preparing children for school pushes many 
families into hardship, stress and at times debt. This inability to afford the back-to-
school and also the year-long participation costs of school casts a long shadow over 
the futures of many of our young people. Not being able to afford the many costs 
associated with school (voluntary contributions, books, uniforms, equipment, travel, 
tours, extracurricular and curricular costs, such as swimming and sport, has a long-
term impact on children’s experience of and attitude to education.  

CASTING A SHADOW 
OVER EDUCATION
THE FAILURE TO RESOLVE THE COSTS OF SENDING CHILDREN TO SCHOOL
by Audry Deane, SVP Social Justice Team
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The cutbacks in recent years also have long-term consequences, 
in particular the reduction in funding for school guidance posts 
which has hit second-level schools in poorer areas particularly 
hard.  as an example of an ill-thought-through decision this one 
is hard to beat.  

career guidance teachers working in disadvantaged schools 
have a critical role to play in engaging young people and their 
parents to consider progression to Third or further level educa-
tion.  cutting back on the numbers of these teachers deprives 
those most in need of essential support whereby they can 
discuss, consider and explore how going on with their studies 
could literally be a transformative step in their young lives, with 
beneficial lifelong results. 

i have been lucky enough to sit in on a meeting with SvP mem-
bers in the Dublin 15 area and see at first-hand how committed 
motivated members work with excellent teachers to identify 
and support families to make that life changing decision.  This 
is the SvP at its best -- offering practical support in a sensitive, 
appropriate way to vulnerable young people to help them fulfil 
their potential.  SvP members instinctively know how valuable 
and life-changing being able to stay in education can be.  
it is not just about the value of having an education, having a job, 
contributing to society. People who continue their education are 
less likely to smoke, be obese or suffer from chronic diseases.  
Those who progress their studies are more likely to earn more 
too.  we know who these groups are and who is not included:

• Young people from higher professional backgrounds are five 
times more likely to go on to higher education than those 
whose parents are semi-skilled or unskilled manual workers. 
farmers’ children are nearly seven times more likely to progress 
to Third level than children from lower socioeconomic groups.  

• 99% of young people from the Dublin 6 district area go on to 
Third level college while only 15% cent from Dublin 17 do.

• Regional disparities are clear, with students from Laois and 
Donegal less likely to go on to Third level than those from 
galway and mayo. 

• Recent Government reports restate what we already know - 
that young people from middle-class schools and socially-mixed 
schools are much more likely to progress their studies.

• So why is it that given all we know about these sobering sta-
tistics that it is still the case that access to Third level is still the 
preserve of the same groups?  

The higher education authority launched a wide consultation 
process inviting interested stakeholders to contribute to the 
development of a new national Plan for equity of access to 
higher education.    The aim of this consultation process is to 
stimulate thinking and bring together the combined wisdom and 
perspectives of all stakeholders so that the next national access 

Plan will make a difference 
and begin to dismantle the 
obvious education apartheid 
which stunts the life chances 
of so many young people 
purely because of the socio 
economic status of their 
parents.  

SvP members will agree with 
Tom Boland, ceo of the 
hea when he speaks of the 
“deep reservoirs of educa-
tional disadvantage, mirroring 
in large part economic disad-
vantage” apparent in ireland.  
The SvP is well-positioned, 
with its privileged position of trust in so many homes in ireland, 
to contribute in a meaningful way to this consultation.  The 
Social Justice team in SvP national office is collating members’ 
views, observations, concerns and most importantly their sug-
gestions for what can improve the current inequitable situa-
tion.  Data on financial support is also being compiled, with the 
new SvP member-portal playing an important role in supplying 
information.
So we can make a difference.

• Our 170 years fighting inequality of opportunity can be trans-
lated into a meaningful input into this most important process.  

• The SVP can influence the future of how access to Third Level 
is structured by telling its story of compassion, commitment to 
social justice and friendship to those who need help.

The SvP will be focusing even more effort and energy into 
supporting students from low income families and those with 
disabilities to make that all important decision to go on to third 
level education. This year the SvP is partnering with college 
awareness week which will take place from november 24-30. 
over the coming weeks the Social Justice & Policy team will be 
getting the message out to members who visit households with 
young people / children doing the leaving cert to inform them 
that there are two schemes available which may help them get 
into and stay in college. These schemes are called Dare and 
hear and the schemes and offer very specific and targeted 
help to students who fulfil certain criteria. members will be 
asked to circulate information on these schemes to families they 
think would benefit. SvP will develop this new relationship with 
Dare and hear into the future, enabling brighter futures for 
students from socio-economically disadvantaged background 
and students with disabilities. further information on Dare and 
hear is available at www.accesscollege.ie

•Please email in any thoughts comments you have 
on this article to audry@svp.ie 

CASTING A SHADOW 
OVER EDUCATION
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albert Perris, as national hostels and homes coordinator, has 
spent the last five years co-ordinating the work of the SvP’s 
homeless Services nationally. as he prepares to take up a new 
role within the Society and pass the baton to a new national 
manager for homeless Services, he reflects on the changes and 
development of SvP homeless Services over that period.

in august 2009  -  18 months into the greatest economic calam-
ity that has ever befallen the country - i was fortunate enough 
to take up the post of national hostels and homes coordina-
tor for one of the largest providers of homeless services in 
ireland – the Society of St.vincent de Paul.  

The demand on homeless services was increasing by the week. 
The needs of those presenting to our services were becoming 
more complex, and resources - specifically statutory funding 
- were declining by the quarter. legislation and public scrutiny 
around governance, charity and accountability was growing. 
The trends  apparent in 2009 have continued over the past five 
years. This was going to be a challenging role - but a challenge i 
was up for ; a challenge, thankfully, that many conferences, volun-
teers and managers have also embraced. 

 ‘THE SVP 
  HOMELESS 
  SHELTER’ 

By Albert Perris
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This was the title of the TV3 series broadcast in Septem-
ber about the work of the Society of St.Vincent de Paul in 
providing and operating hostels.



i had thought, back in 2009, that in five years’ time, given the 
emerging challenges, we would all be doing rather well if we 
managed to sustain our services to those in need of them.  and 
yet, reflecting back on the past five years, with demand up, 
expectation of our funders up, regulation up and funding down, 
the wonder is not that we simply sustained our services, but the 
extraordinary development of and improvement in them.  
over that period the Society has decommissioned the old lady 
lane hostel in waterford and replaced it with a new purpose 
built facility, mcgwire house.  we have extended St. martha’s in 
longford and acquired ten 2-bed apartments in limerick con-
nected with St. Patrick’s hostel.  while two night shelters have, 
or are in the process of being decommissioned, we have devel-
oped over 100 units of housing, many of them attached to our 
homeless services.  we have secured funding for more housing 
in longford, foxford, malahide and ennis and plans for their pur-
chase or construction are at an advanced stage. But ‘Bricks and 
mortar’ are the more easily recognised developments.  

The orientation of many of our services to provide a ‘pathway 
to home’ model of support; the on-going professionalisation of 
our services, the development of tenancy sustainment services; 
these are some of the things that are more difficult to show.
The quality and essence of our homeless services was most 
recently captured by ‘The homeless Shelter’, a two-part special 
documentary on SvP homeless Services, filmed in the Spring 
and broadcast by Tv3 in September.  The documentary cap-
tured not just the stories of some of those using our services, 
but the ethos and philosophy of SvP services:

The values of acceptance; non-Judgemental attitude; the 
principles of client Self-determination and Persistence; the 
persistence of the clients and the services, all shone through, 
throughout t he Tv 3 programmes. 

one reflection that the programme left me with was something 
i had heard many years ago:  ‘There can be no growth, without 
change’.  and this is as true for services as it is for individual 
people.  our services have changed much in recent years and 
will continue to grow in the coming years. our services will not 
necessarily become larger, or more numerous, but will grow in 
effectiveness, in responsiveness and in resilience. 

after two years of national consultation with conferences, 
volunteers, managers and funders, the implementation of a new 
national management structure is at an advanced stage, and with 
the support of all stakeholders, will be in place in the coming 
months. 

after 100 years of providing homeless services in ireland, by 
January 1, 2015 all SvP homeless Services throughout the 
country will be united under a single management structure.  

This will enable the Society 
to standardise supports and 
supervision for its Service 
managers and staff, en-
sure consistency in service 
standards and delivery 
and enable the Society to 
centrally negotiate with the 
health Service executive, 
the local authorities and 
other funders.  while change 
invariably involves challenges, 
sometimes tension and a 
degree of ambiguity, as new roles and responsibilities are estab-
lished- for conferences, for staff and for trustees, these changes 
will also deliver strength, clarity and opportunities.  

Participating  in the development of the new structure over the 
past two years has been a challenge for all parties, but i think in 
time to come, will be seen as  one of the most rewarding and 
fruitful challenges, that all of us involved in homeless Services 
have faced and embraced together. 

we have many people - staff and volunteers - working in great 
services often under very challenging circumstances.  i am con-
fident, as i move on from our homeless services after five years, 
that they are better placed now, than at any time in the past, to 
respond to the challenges they face.

i would like to thank everyone - volunteers, conferences, 
managers and Staff. it has been a challenge, but one which was 
expected.  it has also been a pleasure and an education. To sit in 
a hostel on a wet and windy wednesday night with volunteers, 
some of whom may have been involved in the service for 50 
year ; to be poured tea and to be told about the history, the 
heritage and origins of the service; to hear the memories of 
those whose initiative it was to begin such services in the first 
place; these were rare and rewarding moments.

and to those who use our services, who have shared with me 
their own stories, views and priorities. Thank you. if our services 
are to remain truly ‘client centred’, they will be led primarily, 
not by the Society and not by the Staff, but by the needs and 
experience, of those who need them. 

The newly created post of ‘National Manager for Homeless Services’ 
is currently in the process of being filled.  Albert Perris has been 
appointed to the new post of National Manager, Specialist Services, 
SVP,  to support the management of the Society’s Social Housing 
and other specialist services.
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A Personal View 
on Social Justice
President Higgins’ Ethics Initiative: Responses to the call  

By Johnmark McCafferty, 
Head of SVP Social 
Justice and Policy Team
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what do you think of when you hear the word ‘ethics’? 

Do you make associations with morals, or with science and 
medicine, or law or business conduct? 

Perhaps it sounds a bit abstract? Do you glaze over or disen-
gage? how about ‘values’ or indeed ‘vision’? are they easier to 
talk about  – or are they just as far removed as ‘ethics’? The 
fact that you are reading this probably means that, apart from 
curiosity, you’re working from some ‘base’ of values, either as an 
SvP member, staff member, donor or friend to our causes – so 
you have a sense of why the organisations does what it does 
and what kind of change in peoples’ lives are envisaged when 
the SvP helps a person or a family, or advocates a position. 

our national President, geoff meagher, has commenced a 
national conversation on the kind of values that should underpin 
irish society and ireland’s tentative economic recovery, as we 
approach the centenary of the 1916 rising and also as the next 
general election looms. 

in order to bring momentum to this conversation, we took the 
opportunity to respond to the President of ireland’s general call 
this year to engage with his ethics initiative, by hosting a meeting 
in Dublin in late September to launch our initiative specifically 
among civil society groups recognising SvP as a partner in the 
this initiative. given our profile as a national charity and our 
values, we are providing a platform   so that the initiative is 
highlighted amongst our own membership, staff and other com-
munity and voluntary organisations. 

at the event, importantly, we also launched our research on the 
experiences of one-parent families in ireland who are assisted 
by SvP. 

while we are the first voluntary organisation to officially work 
with President higgins in this area, there are in fact various 
relevant consultations, events and processes taking place around 
the ethics initiative and matters and aspects related to it. 

These include: 

• The Wheel’s ‘Peoples Conversation’: The Wheel, of which we 
are a member, is an umbrella body of community and voluntary 
organisations. it is partnering with various organisations to host 
a series of consultations regarding what is shaping our future, 
and the role of citizens in society

• Dochas, the overseas development umbrella organisation, is 
hosting events during the 2015 eu year of Development, where 
members and associates will consider what ‘development’ 
means now, both for ireland and the wider world. The SvP is an 
associate member of Dóchas.

• Claiming Our Future, a loose network of activists, launch a 
‘Declaration of values’ for 2016 soon.

• Social Justice Ireland; the National Women’s Council and the 
irish congress of Trade unions are all considering how to best 
engage with the ethics initiative, and there may be others

So there is a lot happening, or planned. The risk is that resources 
go into the same conversations being had multiple times, or 
the same people are consulted over-and-over, or lessons and 
themes from these are not shared or learned. in order to avoid 
these scenarios, the SvP is will be working at bringing these 
groups together. over the next 15 months we will be meet-
ing with all the other organisations and umbrella groups who 
are working on or considering some kind of activity or public 
conversation regarding ethics, values and social justice consider-
ations on a regular basis.

where we go from there, regarding the ethics initiative, is yet to 
be decided, and depends on the work, plans and what emerges 
from other organisations having similar conversations. we do 
not wish to replicate what is already being planned by others. 

another event we will be involved in, responding to President 
higgins’ call, is in mid-november, with the vincentian Partnership 
for Social Justice. This gathering will host members of SvP along-
side the Daughters of charity, holy faith Sisters and vincentian 
fathers.  with a number of engaging speakers, delegates will be 
asked to consider what kind of values and vision need to be 
central to public discourse and our decisions and actions, from 
individual, family and community to government and societal. 

So what is your vision? 
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The night is spent, a new day dawns…. but what will it bring 
for the many families and individuals in Ireland whose hopes 
and futures have been destroyed by austerity, caused by the 
greed of those who have no concern for anyone except 
themselves, those whose only aim is to gain more for them-
selves, through their own greed, while ignoring those who 
have suffered and continue to suffer because of that greed?

Dawn Breaks
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SVP SEEKS UrGENT MEaSUrES TO addrESS IrISH 
HOUSING CrISIS
There is an urgent need to increase the rent supplement allow-
ance to help reduce the risk of homelessness among tenants in 
private rental accommodation.  rent supplement limits need to 
be increased to reflect the increased cost of housing in the private 
rented sector in order to prevent homelessness and to allow 
recipients to move out of homelessness and access housing in their 
local community.

The crisis in private rents is partly due to, and is made worse by, a 
lack of supply of social housing. Those most affected by affordability 
problems in the private rented sector need access to social housing 
but this is not forthcoming to the levels required. Private rented 
housing will never be the answer to housing need while rents are 
unaffordable. Social housing investment needs to be ramped up in 
Budget 2015 and substantial units need to be made available, as 
well as changes to rent supplement policy. 

The use of county by county limits should be reviewed as housing 
markets do not necessarily conform to county or local authority 
boundaries.  local considerations, such as increased employment 
opportunities now or in the near future, third level institutions, the 
building of new schools, proximity to centres of employment and 
improvements in transport and other infrastructure, which are likely 
to drive up demand for and the cost of housing in particular areas, 
should be taken into consideration in the setting of maximum rent 
supplement limits.

SVP CaLLS FOr a ‘PErIOd OF rEFLECTION’ ON 
IrISH WaTEr CHarGING STrUCTUrE
The final public consultation on the pricing and charging struc-
ture for the new utility irish water took place in august.  SvP has 
remained outspoken about the rushed and overtly political process 
that had led to a pricing structure for irish water which may not 
stand up to long-term scrutiny.  Taking our concerns directly to the 
regulator SvP and colleagues in the community and voluntary Pillar 
questioned the timing of the consultation process but also the long-
term viability of the present pricing structure.

in its submission on irish water the SvP proposed that the so-
called fixed price period covering 2014-2016 should be considered 
a formal transition period where stakeholders reflect on the best 
way forward for the new utility and its customers.  The SvP believe 
that the opportunity to consider information that will come from 
consumption and billing data will be crucial for a better understand-
ing of the impact of water charging on customers.  SvP has also 
called for a social impact analysis to be undertaken to better un-
derstand the impact of charging on low-income households.   The 
SvP has stressed that all options must remain open to best mitigate 
consumption costs for low income households.

in the meantime SvP remains concerned that there are no ad-
ditional financial measures proposed to alleviate the costs for low 
income ‘working age’ households.  we will be meeting representa-

tives from the Department of Social Protection to press the case 
for some financial allowance that recognises the needs of custom-
ers who are already experiencing poverty.

GOVErNMENT’S GrEEN PaPEr ON ENErGY FaILS 
TO PrIOrITISE ENErGY POVErTY
in our response to the recent government paper on energy the 
SvP has stated that government needs to prioritise the reality of 
fuel poverty and energy affordability in its policy making.  The green 
Paper sets out a comprehensive context for the energy environ-
ment in ireland with the objective of developing a white paper that 
“sets out a balanced and workable energy policy framework for 
the medium and long terms”.  however, the document is mainly fo-
cussed on market, infrastructural and environmental factors and fails 
to articulate the goal for the end-customer and how the success of 
these policies will be measured for the citizens of ireland.  

The SvP has stated to government that customers in financial 
hardship, energy arrears and debt, many of whom are identified 
through their uptake on existing budgeting schemes and allowances, 
make up a significant portion of the irish domestic market.  The SvP 
submission further urges caution and awareness of the effects of 
instruments such as the PSo levy and carbon tax on low income 
households.  in recognising the extensive ground work undertaken 
by the Dept. of communications, energy and natural resources in 
the provisions of the affordable energy Strategy SvP argues that 
there is sufficient cause and necessary actions to warrant energy 
affordability and poverty being recognised as a priority pillar for 
government energy policy.  

UNIVErSaL HEaLTH INSUraNCE
The social determinants of health play an important part in the 
stark health inequalities in ireland with poorer people experiencing 
more ill health and dying younger than more well off people.  our 
members witness at close hand just how anomaly ridden the cur-
rent medical card scheme is, in particular the discretionary medical 
card. it is common knowledge that the discretionary medical cards 
system has been operating unfairly and inconsistently for years.  The 
current system while supposedly predicated on avoiding ‘undue 
hardship’ simply does not operate in the best interests of well-being 
and equity.  

The SvP welcomed the stated intent in the Programme for 
government to develop a single tier health service seeking to end 
the current unfair, unequal and inefficient two-tier health system. 
we have also noted that payments for universal health insurance 
will be ‘related to ability to pay’ with government paying insurance 
premiums for people on low incomes and subsidising premiums for 
people on middle incomes.  The absence of detail with regard to 
this worries us.  

The SvP sees the introduction of universal health insurance as 
an opportunity to create a pathway to a comprehensive basket of 
supports and health services for vulnerable groups. we regret the 
current transaction costs administering the various eligibility criteria 
and schemes within various government Departments and witness 
the anomalies in access between various groups in need. we want 
access to the new single tier health system to be seamless, easy to 
navigate for all groups regardless of their income and free from the 
conditionality which hinders access by various vulnerable groups 
to the services and supports they need.   The SvP social justice 
and policy team will have a further opportunity to press home its 
concerns with the new minister for health at a special meeting to 
be held in autumn.
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