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THE COMMISSION ON THE FUTURE OF IRELAND
REPORT OF THE DONEGAL PEOPLE’S ASSEMBLY, 13TH FEBRUARY 2023

The Commission on the Future of Ireland was established by Sinn Féin
in November 2021. Its remit is to undertake a grassroots consultation
with the people of Ireland and internationally on the future of Ireland.
This will be achieved in a number of ways: through the hosting of public
People’s Assemblies across the country and internationally; through the
collection and collation of written submissions; through hosting sectoral
meetings and through private engagements.

A final report will be compiled at the culmination of the project.

This is a report of the Donegal People’s Assembly which took place in
the Balor Arts Centre in Ballybofey on 13 February 2023.

The meeting was addressed by Sinn Féin’s Finance spokesperson and

local TD Pearse Doherty.

A video of the Donegal People’s Assembly
is available on YouTube:

https://youtu.be/OUmR_pPnVt8

Currently the Commission on the Future of Ireland has received almost
150 contributions from a broad range of interested individuals and
groups.

It is important fo note that contributions can still be made to the
Commission at commission@sinnfein.ie or via the following webpage
www.sinnfein.ie/futureofireland

The fourth People’s Assembly took place in the Carrickdale Hotel on 30

March. It covered the Louth, Armagh and Down border region. A report
will be published.
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INTRODUCTION

“The need fo create an island that is warm and welcoming for everyone,
which protects public services, creates decent jobs and pay and
establishes democratic arrangements and structures which leave no-one
behind”. This was how the Donegal Sinn Féin TD Pearse Doherty set

the context for the third public meeting of the Commission on the Future
of Ireland — the Donegal People’s Assembly held in Ballybofey on 13
February.

The theme of the meeting was ‘Have your say’. The independent
chairperson was Michedl O hEanaigh, former head of Udaras na
Gaeltachta. He framed the meeting saying that ‘the people here are on
the coalface living this day to day’.

The panellists on the night were Professor Terri Scott, recently retired Pro
Vice-Chancellor at Ulster University; Noelle Duddy, a former chair of
Donegal Action for Cancer Care (DACC) and spokesperson for Co-
7 operating for Cancer Care North West, CCC(NW); Paul Hannigan, ®
Head of College at Atlantic Technology University Donegal. Paul is
a member of the Donegal Local Community Development Committee
(LCDC) and the North West Regional Executive of IBEC; Toni Forrester,
Chief Executive of Letterkenny Chamber of Commerce, and Seamus
Neely, former Chief Executive of Donegal County Council.

Declan Kearney MLA is
Chairperson of the Commission.

Senator Lynn Boylan is Deputy
Chairperson of the Commission
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THE KEY THEMES OF THE
DONEGAL DISCUSSIONS WERE:

® The infrastructural deficit in the North West

® Linked educational policies are key to the future of
the region

@ The challenges in engaging political unionism on
the future of Ireland

® The idea of community in all its forms in the new
Ireland

ABAIR LEAT ™
HAVE YOUR SAY &
HAE YER SPAKE a
THE NEW IRELAND IS FOR EVERYONE

ASSEMBLY

BALOR ARTS CENTRE, BALLYBOFEY
MONDAY 13TH FEBRUARY, 7PM Sinn @ Féin

THE COMMISSION ON THE FUTURE OF IRELAND www.sinnfein.ie/futureofireland
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Opening Address from Pearse Doherty TD

In his opening address, Pearse Doherty TD outlined the significant
disadvantages faced by the people of Donegal including: ongoing cost
of living crisis; marginalisation and economic disadvantage; failures to
invest in critical
infrastructure
such as roads,
public transport
and broadband;
emigration due
to lack of jobs,
opportunities
and housing;
underinvestment in
healthcare services
and the defective
concrete scandal
affecting hundreds
® of households across
the county.

Deputy Doherty
highlighted the
impact of partition,
which cuts Donegal
off from our natural
hinterland of

the North West.

He stated that:
“Partition and
unequal development
across the 26
Counties has led

to marginalisation,
isolation, low
employment and
poverty.” However,
the Donegal TD also
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pointed to success stories in Donegal and the members of the panel, who
will attest to the hard work and success that has been achieved despite
challenges.

Pearse highlighted the potential for further development for the county in a
United Ireland and the discussions that are now taking place in households,
workplaces, school gates in relation to the political future of the Island.

He outlined the political context in which these are taking place — Brexit;
electoral realignment; opinion polls and recent census results.

Pearse stated that the purpose of the People’s Assembly is to allow
grassroots and ordinary people to have their say on our shared future,
irrespective of their political opinion or outlook. He emphasised the
importance of the establishment of a Citizen’s Assembly on constitutional
change in preparing the groundwork in advance of a referendum.

He reflected on the need to create an island that is warm and welcoming

for everyone, which protects public services, creates decent jobs and pay

and establishes democratic arrangements and structures which leave no-

one behind. He highlighted the responsibility to reach out to unionism and
@ the need to include them in the debate.

@-
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OPENING REMARKS AND
INTRODUCTIONS FROM PANEL

Independent chairperson Micheal (o}
hEanaigh introduced the panel. He told the
audience that he was aware that “we have an
attendance this evening of from peop|e from @
wide variety of backgrounds, from business to
academia to community development and sectoral
organisations — you are all very welcome”.

Michedl highlighted that the Commission is still
accepting written submissions and that to date
“there have been over 130 submissions made to the Commission and they
focus on a wide range of themes — people have given their opinions on
how public services could be arranged in a new Ireland, how governance
structures might work, how partition is affecting them and how they feel
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life could be better in a different constitutional framework. Many people
believe that now is the time to plan for a new, shared future.”

Seamus Neely, former Chief Executive of
Donegal County Council.

Seamus spoke of the limitations that currently exist
as a result of Donegal being partitioned from

its natural hinterland. Examples include the lack
of joined up thinking regarding planning and
infrastructure.

He also remarked that a limitation is how regions
on either side of the border are constantly in competition, rather than
attempting to work together. This is something he tried fo correct when
working for the council.

He encouraged an integrated approach to doing things, stating that “Most
people shop in the North and similarly people in the North come across the
border. There are 30-35% northern registrations in employee carparks all
over Letterkenny, and similarly, there are southern registrations in employee
carparks in Derry.”

Toni Forrester, CEO Letterkenny Chamber
of Commerce

Toni highlighted how businesses in the North
West try to not see a border and attempt to
create avenues to work together. She outlined
some examples of businesses working together
successfully while admitting that partition has
caused limitations such as those spoken of earlier.

Forrester said: “We don’t see the border in our head, but we do have

to deal with it”. She also explained how it isn’t just business that is in
competition with eachother but agencies also have different rules and are
at times in competition with each other.
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Paul Hannigan,
Head of College, ATU Donegal

Paul stressed how education is key to the future of
the region and desired a sustainable education
model.

He outlined the example of 2007 National
Development Plan between LYIT (Letterkenny Institute
of Technology) and UU (Ulster University) and how
after this, when the recession hit, cross-border issues disappeared from all
programmes from government.

Paul also explained how progress has been made despite this. A
Memorandum of Understanding was signed in 2018 with UU, NWRC
(North West Regional College) and Donegal ETB (Education and Training
Board).

He said: “We intend to use this development within the North West City
region to show what can happen if people work together.”

® Paul also explained how Brexit has brought the political focus back on the ®
north and how he hopes we can take advantage of this.

Professor Terri Scott, former Pro
Vice-Chancellor at Ulster University

Professor Scott highlighted the fact that we have
the skills here that others are envious of. She
gave examples of companies such as Fintra in
Letterkenny announcing 200 jobs. She said “this
demonstrates that we can attract and attain jobs
here in Donegal. She also highlighted other
examples such as KN Network, Opium, Pramerica
and E&l, based in Donegal.

She also highlighted the importance of realising how much the world has
changed and that the pandemic and climate change have altered it.
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Noelle Duddy,
| Cancer Campaigner

Noelle stated that she always thought Donegal
was lucky as it was outside the North. She
associated the county with peace and quiet and
had a romantic notion of what it was and did
not appreciate what partition meant. Her views
changed when she was diagnosed with cancer

in 2005 and was required to go to Dublin for
treatment. She questions why Donegal people cannot access treatment in
Belfast rather than be required to travel to Dublin.

Noelle highlighted the fact that, due to partition, Letterkenny hospital does
not have a critical mass to have a radiotherapy unit. She told the story of
a chance encounter she had with William Hay of the DUP on an airplane,
where she took the opportunity to outline to him the need for the North
West to have a critical mass to allow for better health care and that joined
up thinking across the border was necessary. Noelle reported that William
Hay took her email address and later set up a meeting with Health Minister
® in 2008. This resulted in the Irish government contributing €20 million euro ®
to the unit in Altnagelvin. Noelle added that this is “not enough”. Donegal
patients are still travelling to Galway and Dublin.

‘ ‘ A5_DONEGAL REPORTcombined.indd 10 @ 18/04/2023 19:26‘ ‘



THE COMMISSION ON THE FUTURE OF IRELAND

MAIN DISCUSSION

A significant amount of the main discussion at the Donegal
People’s Assembly was in Irish. Contributions from the
audience in response to panellists’ remarks:

Challenges in creating a New Ireland

John T. Quinn of the Save Lifford Hospital campaign felt that one of the
challenges in developing the future is that elected representatives are not
in touch and listening to people on the ground. He has previously sat on a
Citizen’s Assembly and supports the idea of a Citizen’s Assembly to discuss
the future.

James Woods highlighted the difficulty in persuading unionism, particularly
the DUP, to become involved in the conversation and questioned how we
could improve this. Seén McBride, a retired judge, suggested engaging
with civic unionism and groups like Ulster Farmer’s Union rather than
focusing solely on the DUP.

An audience member outlined the challenge of incorporating 1 million ®
people who class themselves as British and how the PSNI would be
incorporated — will there be retraining, new uniforms, new approach?

Protecting Rights and Services

Sedn McBride spoke of his desire to see education for all, a public health
system, and people treated on the basis of human need a society built on
respect and human rights.

Paul Kernan, Intercultural Platform wanted equity added to any mention

of the term equality and spoke of how when it comes to integrating
communities in a new Ireland, communities do things in very creative ways.
Communities of interests, faiths etc. show innovative ways of bringing
people together.

He also wanted to see a health care system that made decisions close
to where they are needed and stressed how important participatory
democracy such as this event is to the commission’s work.
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Effect of Partition

Sedn McBride described an iron curtain that existed from Dundalk to
Galway.

Another contributor stressed how Donegal is forgotten about in policy
planning. He described being told by a senior Minister to contact an
agency in the North to get an issue addressed. He believed that the Minister
in question believed that Donegal was in the north.

Policy considerations

Another contributor supported an integrated approach to looking at
different areas of policy. He commented on the fact that the DUP stopped
going to the North-South Ministerial Council.” He also claimed that this
made the need for a Citizen’s Assembly even more apparent.

Mairéad from Falcarragh who has a background in law spoke of her belief
that we are facing into a crisis in the time ahead. She believes that we
need to embrace a circular economy and our current approach to climate
@ change has been much too slow. @&

Question from the chair:
What would the benefits of Irish Unity be?

Toni Forrester talked of the success in cross border co-operation in the
North West Region and that businesses were “way ahead” of the Good
Friday Agreement. She believes the “Irish government need to be pushed
to put in place what a United Ireland might look like. The border has been
there for too long.”

Paul Hannigan echoed the remarks in relation to cross border co-operation
in the north west region, commenting on his experience that it was much
further ahead than Dundalk, where he worked for 10 years.

He also said momentum is gathering. He has accepted an invitation from
Sinn Féin TD Rose Conway Walsh and will be in the Déil next week to talk
about cross border student mobility. Also at the North South Ministerial
Council, four educational institutions from both sides of the border will be
there: NWRC, Donegal ETB, ATU and UU.

12
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Contributions from the floor in response
to the chair’s question:

The Fishing Sector — Aodh O’Donnell of the Irish Fish Producers
Organisation spoke on behalf of the fishing community in Donegal. He
said that 62% of all fish landed in Ireland comes through Donegal. Aodh
outlined some excellent support from some politicians but said ‘official
Ireland does not support us’. He said that the fishing community works
across the border but that Brexit has put an additional layer of bureaucracy
in place. He stated that there is a massive opportunity for Irish fishing and
vowed to fight for its future.

Young People

Lorraine, who has worked in Donegal Youth Services for 25 years,

highlighted the funding that the organisation has received from the Peace

and Reconciliation Fund, which “bolsters the services and brings young

people together”. She stated that despite initial reluctance on the part of

young people to engage with the reconciliation aspects, once they meet

with others from different backgrounds they embraced it and saw great ®
value in it.

She stated that they work hard to provide opportunities for young people
to be heard, especially as “we are so far away from Dublin”, and states
that they engage with the various bodies such as ETB, ATU and North West
Regional College to get education and training opportunities for young
people in Donegal.

Climate Change, Infrastructure and modernisation

A contributor called Eithne stressed the importance of retrofitting and
reaching our climate targets. Stated that we are currently failing and don’t
know how to reach them, that we need the national grid upgraded, to look
to communities to offset selling electricity and to address the need for rural
regeneration. She also stressed that these problems may not be adequately
addressed by politicians alone.

John T. Quinn from Save Lifford Hospital suggested that changing aspects
of the Irish constitution was necessary to reflect a modern Ireland and the

13
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values of modern citizens.

A representative from Into the West Railway Campaign group stressed the
importance of linking infrastructure together cross-border and spoke of how
this will bring communities together.

Another contributor from a fishing background spoke the need for people
to know what they are voting on in the event of a Referendum on unity

and about the natural resources in the northwest in terms of wind and
renewable energy. He urged that these resources must not be ‘given away’
like our fishing quota to the EU and housing to vulture funds — again on
video but not in report.

Ceist é6n chathaoirleach maidir le cearta
agus céannacht a chosaint.

Daoine 6ga

Terri Scott stressed the importance of bringing young people along with us
and that they care about climate change and the environment.

® She also spoke about how lucky she was to have done cross community ®
activities all across the country when she was young. She claimed the
conversation needs to be on a “unity of purpose”.

Paul Hannigan praised the ATU Student Union, members of which were
in the audience, and described them as exemplifying the idea of making
things happen regarding community despite challenges.

A representative from ATU students union spoke about how it's important to
look after students in the North West as many are choosing to go to college
here due to not being able to get accommodation elsewhere.

Protecting communities and vulnerable citizens

Siobhan McLaughlin from the Donegal Traveller’s Project stated that it was
important to address inequality and provide more opportunities to young
people. She also argued for improved equality legislation and for anti-
poverty and community development programmes to be embedded in
legislation. She stressed the need to talk about all communities and make
sure that we are bringing everybody with us based on “trust, fairness,

14
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social justice and anti-racism”.

Mo Farah stated that he had a background in human rights. He identified
the lack of accessibility for disabled people as a major issue in Ireland
during the 5 years he has been living here. He explained that 12% of
people in Ireland have some sort of disability and that transportation and
infrastructure is not good enough for them. He said, “A united Ireland
needs fo remove the barriers to people with disability and make the country
inclusive for all people.”

Mo also spoke about his own experiences as being disabled and as a
migrant. He fled war in Somalia to start a new life. He wants to make sure
that everyone has equal access and opportunity in a united Ireland. He said
that he is positive about the future in this regard, and the fact that he was
invited here tonight suggests that this can be achieved.

The chair asked what the panel’s vision for the future would
be and how it could be brought forward

Noelle Duddy highlighted the importance of enshrining the right to a ®
home in the constitution, including for new communities and the travelling
community. She also highlighted the need for proper housing standards,

reminding people that tenement style living arrangements are returning to
Dublin.

She highlighted the need for social justice: “A new Ireland needs to be built
on equality and a good health care system, not like what is happening in
the UK with the privatisation of the NHS”, adding that “we need to tax the
rich more”.

She spoke of the different perceptions of the education system north
and south, highlighting the fact that her children, in attending school in
Donegal, were not required to sit the 11+ and were provided with rich
opportunities through the transition year programme.

Professor Terri Scott explained that we are generally punching above our
weight but stressed that we must continue to work at reconciliation and
make it work in the border regions. She stated: “We are doing well and
need fo think positive. We need to throw our cap over the wall and go for
it”.

15
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Paul Hannigan told everyone that when he first moved to Lefterkenny it
was just before the Good Friday Agreement in 1998. He says he has been
able to identify the progress that has been made during that time and it

is important to think about how we have progressed since that time. He
stated: “The momentum is building; | am optimistic for the future.”

Toni Forrester spoke of how she doesn’t want young people to identify as
either orange or green, and we fought for the Good Friday Agreement so
that young people would not have to deal with sectarianism ever again.
She wants them to have opportunities at home and abroad.
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