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Introduction 
 
The Workers’ Party notes that the Review Group on State Assets and Liabilities was 
established in July this year. 
 
In the normal course of events the Workers’ Party would welcome the establishment of such a 
body. We believe that our publicly-owned enterprises including, in particular, our semi-state 
commercial companies can play a vital role in helping to lead this country out of the mess into 
which it has been landed by the bankers, the land speculators, and insufficient and 
incompetent regulation. We further believe that the people, as the ultimate owners of our 
publicly-owned commercial state companies, should be consulted on the state of these 
companies; whether, for example, the boards of these companies reflects the needs of the 
citizen as shareholder; and whether the protocols for the appointment of directors by the 
government bear scrutiny. 
 
We must however place on record our firm conviction that this review is not being held in 
good faith. We believe that the Department of Finance, which established this review, has a 
clearly preferred outcome and that the sole purpose of the review is to provide a publicity and 
political fig leaf for an already decided policy. There are three very firm pillars for this belief. 
 
The terms of reference of the review are both prescriptive and restrictive. We can let the terms 
speak for themselves: “1. To consider the potential for asset disposals in the public sector, 
including commercial state bodies, in view of the indebtedness of the State; 
2. To draw up a list of possible asset disposals;”. 
 
The terms quoted above clearly indicate that the Minister wishes to engage in wholesale 
privatisation and/or asset stripping of our public resources and he merely wishes advice on 
how best to rob the orchard. 
 
The composition of the review body gives us no confidence that an unbiased review of State 
Assets, and our publicly-owned enterprises and companies will take place. In particular the 
nomination of Mr Colm McCarthy as chair of the review gives us cause for concern. Mr 
McCarthy has been a virulent and high profile anti-state enterprise ideologue and 
propagandist for several decades, and has always been a champion and advocate of private 
profit without any regard to the public good. Furthermore Mr McCarthy has stated in public 
that, in his comments on the 2009 Report of the Special Group on Public Service Numbers 
and Expenditure Programmes, he sometimes deliberately strayed from the economic to the 
political sphere and was, in effect, a kite-flier for proposed government policy. To put such a 
person as chairman of this review is a clear travesty of even the most strained concept of 
impartiality. 
 
The Minister has set September 10th as the final date for the acceptance of public submissions. 
This, despite the fact the review itself was only announced in mid-July. This has left a mere 
eight-week window, at the height of the holiday season, for concerned citizens and bodies to 
make their views known to the review body. There is no good reason why the announcement 
of the review and the announcement of the date for submissions could not have occurred in 
June or indeed in May. It is very clear from many remarks made by the Minister during the 
year and more particularly by the Chairman in Volume II of the Report of the Special Group 
on Public Service Numbers and Expenditure Programmes, published in July last year, that the 
process of the wholesale disposal of State Assets has been under active consideration for over 
a year. Therefore the window allowed for public consultation seems deliberately designed to 
exclude rather than include. 
 
Bearing in mind the reservations expressed above we enclose our submission to the Review 
Group on State Assets and Liabilities. 



Background to the development of Public 
Enterprise in this state 
 
The development of state enterprises in Ireland, unlike the situation in the UK for example, 
arose out of economic necessity rather than political principle.  
 
In the UK, for example, the development of a nationalised coal or steel industry arose from 
political decisions taken by the post-war Attlee government to nationalise these industries. 
The former coal barons, steel barons and political allies in the Conservative Party and Tory 
press always opposed this process and waged an incessant war to have it reversed. 
 
Here, on the other hand, the decision to create Bord na Móna, Aer Lingus or the ESB arose 
not out of government ideological conviction but of economic necessity because the private 
sector either could not or would not take up the challenge. The need to create the ACC and 
the ICC arose from the same economic imperative due to the failure of the then existing 
banking system to meet the needs of the Irish economy. Plus ça change. 
 
Bord Gáis and CIÉ have a different history. They were created to clear up a mess left by the 
collapse of the private sector in those fields. The Irish rail and tramways system was, 
essentially a basket case from the 1920s onwards. So serious was the situation that even on 
the eve of war Lemass was forced to order a major inquiry into the system and the end result 
of this process was the creation of CIÉ. In passing it is worth noting that General Mulcahy 
TD, a man of unquestionable right-wing credentials, stated in the Dáil that the compensation 
of £10 million paid to GSWR was grossly inflated and the placement of failed businessmen 
on the board of CIÉ was a recipe for disaster.  
 
The development of Bord Gáis arose initially from the need for a national gas infrastructure 
(network) and later from a serious failure of the private sector. At its inception in the mid 
1970s Bord Gáis was largely a wholesale distributor of natural gas. It had a small retail 
component arising from the collapse of some of the smaller town gas companies. The major 
expansion into the retail market happened in 1987 {The Gas (Amendment) Act, 1987} when 
the Dublin Gas Company had collapsed leaving thousands of customers stranded. In the 
absence of the private sector the state was forced to act to protect the citizens. Since then there 
has been stability of supply for people, and all sectors of the company have expanded greatly. 
 
The development of our forestry industry, which is now visibly coming to fruition, was also a 
task which the state was forced to undertake, initially under direct departmental control and 
latterly through the public commercial company of Coillte.  The need to develop an Irish 
forestry industry, and the suitability of the Irish climate and soil for such an industry had been 
identified as far back as the end of the 19th century. No real development took place for the 
next fifty years and it was only as a result of the doggedness of Sean MacBride TD, leader of 
Clann na Poblachta in the 1948-51 government that the matter got political priority and the 
vast expanse of forestry which we see today was commenced by the state. Only the state had 
the vision and the patience to prepare and plant a crop which has, on average, a 30-year 
maturation date. 
 
All our publicly owned companies, including those not mentioned in the preceding 
paragraphs, represent a real and long term investment by the public, through our taxes, in 
creating necessary and viable industries and services which were, and continue to be, vital for 
the wellbeing of our economy and society. The building of these companies took both vision 
and sacrifice by earlier generations of Irish people. They were not created as the plaything of 
politicians or as a prop for a grasping private profit sector. 



The Contribution of Public Enterprise to 
this State 
 
The contribution of our public enterprises to the state and society can be measured using 
several yardsticks: The provision of infrastructure; the creation and maintenance of jobs; the 
development of economically backward regions; cash paid to the state as a dividend return on 
state investment. Using any or all of these measurements the investment of public money in 
public companies has been a success. 
 
As demonstrated by the figures included in Volume II of the Report of the Special Group on 
Public Service Numbers and Expenditure Programmes (2009), none of the commercial state 
companies is in receipt of, or in need of, further investment from the taxpayer. RTÉ, as a 
public service broadcaster, receives an income from the public through the licence fee. As a 
matter of public transport policy, Dublin Bus also receives a subsidy for some of its 
operations.  
 
Let us take as a case study the development of two of the most prominent companies 
earmarked for asset stripping in the terms of reference of the review, the ESB and Bord na 
Móna. Both these companies have an eighty year history. Both have changed greatly since 
their formation and both have shown remarkable innovation in different spheres. It is 
noteworthy that while huge swathes of the Irish economy are stagnating and dying the 
chairman of the present review, could in July 2009, attack Bord na Móna for being too 
innovative. On page 28 of Vol II we find the following: “It is expanding beyond its original 
mandate into other areas including non peat-related energy generation and waste 
management. The Group recommends that the operations of Bord na Móna should be 
reviewed with a view to realising the optimal return through rationalisation, asset disposal 
and, possibly, privatisation.” We quote this piece because we feel it is instructive of the 
ideological position of “heads we win, tails you lose” attitude towards public enterprise held 
by some members of the review body. 
 
The ESB was one of the essential forces in the modernisation of Ireland from the period 1930 
- 1980. At its initiation, the vast bulk of the country had no electricity supply and where there 
was a supply it was generated by a mish-mash of small competing operations with no 
economy of scale and no overall plan. In the 1920s we even had the ludicrous situation where 
the adjoining Dublin neighbourhoods of Pembroke and Rathmines paid different prices for 
electricity. 
 
Over a thirty year period, and often in the face vested interests and petty minded objection, 
the ESB built a generating capacity and a supply network that ensured that every household 
from Cleggan in the West to Howth in the East, from Inishowen on the North coast to the 
Rinn Gaeltacht or the Black Valley in the South had an electricity service at a reasonable cost. 
Without the ESB the major industrialisation of the Lemass / Whittaker era could not have 
happened; without the ESB the development of a car-assembly industry in the 1960s or the 
location of massive US multinational manufacturing corporations in the Shannon area and 
pharmaceutical companies in Cork Harbour could not have happened; and most clearly the 
industrial development of Gaeltarra Éireann and Údaras na Gaeltachta could not have 
happened without the ESB.  
 
The ESB also performed one other development task for the Irish economy. The ESB trained 
several generations of skilled craftsmen from the obvious areas of electricians and fitters, to 
plumbers and draftsmen who were core workers during our different periods of 
industrialisation and also during the eras of construction expansion. 



 
The present employment in ESB / Eirgrid is approximately 8,000. It is a huge employer. It is 
approximately three times larger than Dell at the height of its operations in Limerick. At some 
times in the past, before the advent of new technologies and before its ability to generate 
electricity was vastly restricted, it was an even larger employer. The present direct wages 
cheque to the Irish economy is approximately €600 million per year or almost €12 million per 
week. The indirect payments to subcontractors; to suppliers; and to the Revenue through, e.g., 
VAT is truly massive.  
 
The ESB is also paying a significant dividend to the state. It is in our view correct that if a 
surplus not needed for re-investment in the company is available then a dividend should be 
paid to the state as a return for prior capital investment in that company. In its 2009 annual 
accounts the ESB recommended a dividend of €94.4 million for 2009. This, plus a special 
interim dividend of €185 million approved by the ESB Board last October, brought the total 
dividend paid by ESB in 2009 to €279.4 million. Over the past eight years, the Company has 
paid dividends of €815 million to the Exchequer. 
 
For two generations Bord na Móna was the difference between life and stagnation for many 
Irish villages and towns. It took a natural resource which was completely under-utilised and 
widely available and developed a product suitable for electricity generation, home heating, 
and horticulture.   
 
Bord na Móna developed a wide skills base in engineering, drainage, and logistics, amongst 
others. It was active right across the country and had operations in counties ranging across 
Kildare, Longford, Tipperary, Kerry, Galway, Mayo, and Donegal and indeed many others.  
Indeed so advanced were its skills and so innovative were its methods that peat experts from 
many larger countries came to visit and learn from it. 
 
While the company was established to develop Ireland‘s peat resources in the immediate post-
war years it has, as we stated earlier, diversified and is now active across a range of industries 
with innovation at its core. The company’s present skills base ranges from resource 
management and development to manufacturing, distribution, science, engineering and human 
resource development.  
 
It owns 80,000 ha / 200,000 acres of peatland, employs approximately 2,000 people and had a 
turnover in the year ending 2008/2009 of €401 million. In July 2008, the company announced 
a €1.4 billion investment plan to expand and change the group's activities over a five-year 
period. Its wages payments for the same year were €99.4m. In reality, as Bord na Móna 
employs a lot of contractors on both a permanent and seasonal basis, its wages contribution to 
the economy (and mostly to the rural economy) is probably closer to double the above quoted 
figure.  
 
The strength and financial solidity of Bord na Móna is demonstrated by the ability of the 
company to raise $205m (€146m) in a private placing in the US last year which is earmarked 
to be invested in capital-intensive wind energy projects over the coming years. This major 
funding was undertaken at a time when the private sector is continuously bemoaning its 
inability to raise operational investment credit. 
 
Bord na Móna focuses on six main business areas. Some of these are the traditional areas of 
peat harvesting and the sale of peat products for both industrial and domestic consumption. 
Other business areas are newer developments which have grown organically from the skills 
base and physical assets within the company. To any logical and independent observer such 
organic growth would be applauded.  
 



As stated at the opening of this section we are merely taking two very different companies as 
case studies to demonstrate the major contribution of the publicly-owned commercial 
companies to Ireland. We could have picked any other set of companies and demonstrated the 
same result. On a national basis some of the largest indigenous companies are publicly-
owned. The performance of these companies has been very good for two decades. They 
employ about 40,000 directly and many more indirectly. They have a turnover of around €10 
billion and generate profits in the region of €500 million annually. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



History of Privatisation 
 
One of the key questions which should be at the heart of the debate when the government 
seems to be on the road to mass privatisation of publicly-owned assets is: Does privatisation 
work? This is a very simple question and luckily at this time there are many examples of 
privatisation across the globe and especially both here and the UK. We do not have to surmise 
or imagine an answer; the empirical evidence gives us the answer. 
 
The empirical evidence is crystal clear - privatisation has been both an economic and social 
disaster. There have been many instances of privatisation within the Irish economy over the 
last 15 years and it is instructive to examine some of these cases. 
 
In 1999, the government privatised the telecom fixed-line monopoly, Eircom. This was a 
greatly hyped event and sold to the public as a win-win situation for all concerned. At that 
time, as a largely State-owned company, Eircom was debt free, profitable and investing 
heavily in broadband and in its mobile arm. Privatised, it was asset stripped and is a shadow 
of its former self. It lurches from crisis to crisis and even its continued existence in any format 
is in doubt. Since privatization, its assets have been picked clean but its investment in the 
broadband distribution system has been negligible. In this so-called smart economy, we do 
not have decent broadband. This is impacting negatively on research, education, and industry 
from the transnational sector down to the sole trader. 
 
Comhlucht Siúcra Éireann was also one of the flagship public sector companies of the Irish 
economy. It played a pivotal role in the modernisation of Irish agriculture from the 1930s 
right up to the end of the 1980s. While the key role of the company was in sugar production 
and processing it also had the vision as far back as the 1960s to attempt to move into other 
related areas of vegetable production and processing. This enlightened strategy could have 
had a significant beneficial effect on our agricultural and agri-foods industry and should have 
been welcomed and nourished by government. Instead, as is now widely known, the 
government deliberately stymied the development projects of the Sugar Company and 
allowed a foreign company to gain a monopoly here in food processing. The culmination of 
this government attitude to Comhlucht Siúcra Éireann was its privatisation in 1991 and its 
takeover by Greencore. 
 
Sugar production has now totally ceased in Ireland and Greencore has only one production 
facility in the whole of the country. The assets of the company have been stripped and before 
the Celtic Bubble burst the main interest of Greencore in Ireland was as a property speculator. 
The possibility of an integrated vegetable growing and processing industry offered by 
Comhlucht Siúcra Éireann, and so badly needed by a cash-strapped agriculture sector has 
been lost. 
 
Over the last two years the government has been forced, in a last gasp attempt to rescue Irish 
capitalism, to totally or partially nationalise large parts of the Irish banking sector. This 
nationalisation is remarkably ironic given that a Fianna Fáil government had previously 
essentially given away two publicly-owned banks to the private sector. 
 
In 2001 the ICC, in existence since 1933 and specifically designed to focus on the needs of 
Irish business, was handed over to Bank of Scotland (Ireland).  Having been the darling of the 
media for the last decade BOS(Irl) has now decamped out of the country with its tail between 
its legs. If anything is to remain it will be a stand alone revamped ICC under an MBO. A 
similar situation exists with the formerly publicly owned ACC. Established in 1927 to provide 
a tailored service to the agriculture industry it was privatised into the Netherlands-based 
Rabobank. For almost 80 years we had in public ownership and under government direction 



two banks which were tailored to specific sectoral needs and which are now desperately 
needed. However driven by the ideology of Ahern, McCreevey and Harney at the centre of 
the-then coalition, the government took decisions which can now be seen as suicidal for the 
economy. 
 
The history of privatisation internationally paints an equally disastrous picture. Our nearest 
neighbour, the United Kingdom has privatised a much more diverse range of companies and 
services than the Irish government has yet managed. In particular, and of headline importance 
to us, is the privatisation of the UK railway system, the bus system and many other public 
utilities including water supply. These examples are important both because the Irish public 
transport system is included in its entirety in the present review but also in light of comments 
made in 2009 by the review chairperson. 
 
The privatisation and destruction of British Rail has been an unmitigated disaster. It brought 
no benefit to the state or the citizens who are now paying higher prices for poorer services. 
Train and bus services are notoriously worse and much more expensive even after getting 
billions of pounds in subsidies from the state. In Britain under Thatcher and New Labour, a 
once integrated national railway system has been broken up into more than 100 separate 
companies. Over 30,000 jobs were lost when the railways were privatised. So serious were 
the problems of the privatised companies, so poor were the safety and maintenance standards, 
and so appalling was the service that the arch-privateers, Blair and Brown, had to contemplate 
the renationalisation of all or at least part of the public transport service. As private enterprise 
had previously failed dismally in their attempts to run a decent service, and in light of this 
international experience, it is necessary to question the motivation behind the present review. 
 
While the privatisation of public utilities like water is not within the remit of the present 
review it is clear that it is on the back boiler of government thinking. It is also clear that there 
are a range of international companies, hiding behind shamrock-covered front companies, 
actively lobbying for full access to these public utilities. 
 
Services like sewage, refuse collection and water supply have always been seen, in both the 
UK and Ireland, as municipal responsibilities and, since the mid-Victorian period, have been 
seen as basic public health provisions and the minimum requirement for safe urban living. 
Now certain companies and their apologists see public utilities not as a means to supplying a 
necessary public service but as a shortcut to massive private profit.  
 
The history of water privatisation in the UK should provide a salutary lesson to Ireland. The 
companies have recorded massive profits; the asset base of the companies has been stripped 
bare; the cost to the consumer has skyrocket; supply is not guaranteed and quality has 
disimproved. This is a recipe for returning to the living conditions of the 19th century, not of 
progressing into the 21st. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



Our Vision for the Future 
 
What are the greatest needs of the Irish economy and Irish society at the present time? 
Undoubtedly what we need is job creation, solid and secure infrastructure; sustainable 
investment; and productive innovation. Because of the costs imposed on the economy in 
rescuing Irish capitalism it is also necessary, if possible, to achieve the above stated aims 
without recourse to further state borrowings. We believe that our publicly-owned companies 
can deliver on all these fronts. These companies can be our engine for growth, and economic 
revival. 
 
The Workers’ Party believes that publicly-owned enterprises, whether in the manufacturing or 
services sector, must provide a top class product in an efficient manner and provide good 
value to the customers and shareholders, which in this instance are the Irish taxpayers. 
 
Governance is the crucial factor in predicting how an enterprise operates. Sadly we believe 
that governance of some of our public companies has not been up to scratch. Many of the 
board members should never have been appointed to these positions. There are people on 
boards of public companies who in their own business are operating as competitors to the 
public company. Failed politicians; relations to sitting politicians, even drinking buddies of 
senior politicians have been elevated to board status in some ministerial appointments. This 
abuse must be stopped and proper protocols and procedures put in place. 
 
Where the lax standards at board level have seeped down to shop floor level then 
inefficiencies develop and the management does not have the status to return the enterprise to 
an even keel. We believe that workers and trade unions are dedicated to public companies that 
genuinely serve the public interest and know that any inefficiency, real or fabricated, will be 
used by the privateers as a weapon to line their own pockets and destroy public enterprise as a 
viable operation. 
 
There are a number of different methods by which our publicly owned companies can be 
configured in order to achieve maximum impact and sustainable economic growth.  
 
We view with interest the position proposed by the ICTU in 2005 and restated on several 
occasions since of the creation of a SHC. In ICTU’s own words: “The establishment of a 
State holding company (SHC) – a new governance structure for commercial State companies, 
– would free up capital for re-investment within these companies, give them clearer objectives 
and a developmental role here and internationally. 
Further, the SHC could be used to leverage their considerable assets for borrowing, outside 
the strictures of the EU’s growth and stability pact. This would generate a major investment 
stimulus programme in real jobs”. 
 
A second and equally viable possibility is to group our public companies according to sector.   
 
For example all the energy companies, Bord Gáis, ESB, Eirgrid; Bord na Móna would 
concentrate on developing a secure energy supply and furthermore would concentrate on 
building an export industry in energy and energy related services.  
 
Furthermore we believe that the privatisation by stealth and subterfuge of our natural 
resources in energy, especially our oil and gas reserves has impoverished the nation and 
enriched the few. No sustainable jobs have been created and no downstream industries of 
refining or processing will occur.  Ireland needs to take charge of our own oil and gas reserves 
and build for the future. Therefore the Workers’ Party proposes the establishment of a State 
Energy Company.  The basis of this already exists in the ESB, Bord Gáis and Bord na Móna.  



If Norway and Venezuela can harness their countries’ respective natural resources for the 
manifest benefit of their people then there is nothing to stop Ireland doing likewise, other than 
the reluctance / resistance of the government, and the opposition of vested interests. 
 
Coillte and Bord na Móna, as jointly the owners of approximately 10% of the land of the 
country, are uniquely placed to take the lead in a vast array of ventures to drive the rural 
economy which is presently stagnating to the point of collapse. These companies already have 
vast experience in the core activities of peat production and timber production. The creation 
of added value from the raw timber, into which Coillte has slightly ventured could be greatly 
expanded.  
 
The location of our bogs and forests give the two companies unique locations for the 
development of wind-energy. It is a national and EU objective that we reduce our carbon 
emissions. It is therefore completely logical that we use the sites in public ownership, and the 
skills developed over two generations to tap into this industry. Much of the land resources of 
Bord na Móna can no longer be used for peat harvesting. There is a logical symbiosis here. As 
the bogs are decayed woodland, as they are already drained and level, they provide ideal 
locations for the development of large plantations. The development of bio-mass crops, which 
are a sustainable product and reduce our dependence on imports and aid our balance of 
payments, is a further sphere where cooperation between these companies would yield major 
benefits with little public investment. 
 
This year the Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food published the report “Food 
Harvest 2020 - A vision for Irish agri-food and fisheries”. The land banks publicly owned by 
these two companies, under the direction of Teagasc, could and should be utilised for 
revitalising our horticulture; spearheading crop development; and examining new growing 
methods. 
 
The position of An Post is under attack not only from vultures within Ireland but from EU 
regulation also. The post office has a unique position within every community.  Its services 
are provided at a flat cost to all customers whether they are in Rathgar or Raphoe. The post 
office premises are available for a huge variety of services from collecting Social Welfare 
payments to paying utility bills. The development of Postbank was an initiative that attempted 
to bring banking to every parish and community to Ireland. We find it noteworthy that no 
state money was on offer to rescue this service while billions are being thrown into a black 
hole of toxic private banking.   
 
We believe that the only method to avoid cherrypicking of services and the only way to 
ensure that the myriad of other services available through the sub-post office network to the 
population at large continues into the future is to continue this company in public ownership. 
 
The Workers’ Party believes in the concept of public service broadcasting. There is no 
example where public service broadcasting has ever been achieved through a privatized 
broadcasting service. In fact the major contribution of the vast majority of private profit 
broadcasting has been a race to the bottom in terms both of quality of programming and 
quality of content. The possibility that in the Irish situation public service can exist other than 
through the public sector company is unimaginable. 
 
The Workers’ Party therefore believes that RTÉ and TG4 should not be asset stripped or 
moved into the private sector. This position is not to imply that we do not accept that there are 
problems to be resolved, especially in relation to RTÉ. The excessive salaries paid to the few; 
the tiny and revolving pool from which “experts” are picked; the subcontractor status of many 
of the RTÉ big names and the clear conflict of interest between senior personalities owning 
production companies and selling programmes to RTÉ needs to be resolved. 



 
Ireland is an island nation, one of only three member states without a direct road or rail link 
to the European Mainland.  Irish Seaports handle 99.5% of all Irish trade and the ports are of 
major strategic and political importance to our nation.  
 
Worldwide the growth of containerised cargo has grown exponentially since first introduced 
in the 1950s.  At present Ireland’s container handling ability is already under pressure. Were 
it not for the economic downturn there would already be severe capacity problems at Dublin 
and Cork and the ports need to expand as more and more freight is carried. In 2010 it is 
estimated that worldwide 138 million TEU (twenty-foot equivalent units, i.e containers) will 
be carried. This is expected to grow to almost 250 million TEU by 2010. While Ireland’s 
container traffic will be a mere drop in this huge ocean, container capacity must nevertheless 
be expanded. This will entail a large financial investment. 
 
The increasing cost of aviation fuel and the link between aviation and global warming is 
making shipping a more attractive prospect. Transport is one of the major sources of 
worldwide greenhouse gases.  It is well proven that sea transport creates far less emissions 
than aviation and this is likely to be an even more important factor. 
    
Ports are also recognised worldwide as bringing important economic benefits to their 
hinterland. Where there are ports, services are required. Where ports expand, more services 
and more “downstream” jobs are created. Quite simply put, to expand its economy, the state 
needs to expand its port capacity. 
  
However, because of the strategic importance of our ports it is also clear that whoever 
controls the ports will have significant economic and political leverage. Since the mid-1990s 
there has been a strong pro-privatisation element in government and it has tended to ignore or 
gloss over the evidence from elsewhere in the world where port privatisation has led to 
widescale job losses, economic stagnation and the collapse of coastal / port communities. In 
particular the Progressive Democrats were openly in favour of port privatisation here and it is 
clear that neither their demise, nor the evidence from elsewhere has dampened the enthusiasm 
in government to sell of our ports.  
 
Privatisation of Ports has been a disaster everywhere it has occurred.  Huge consortiums such 
as Peel Ports now run ports, huge shopping centres, hotels and other industries.  They have no 
particular commitment to ports other than as money making vehicles. 
 
Thousands of dockers have been made redundant and automation is increasingly becoming 
the norm, such as Rotterdam where the container traffic is loaded and unloaded by robots 
watched by a handful of human operatives where once thousands of men worked.  
 
Let us not forget the lesson of Irish Shipping Ltd which served this country well for over 40 
years until it was closed down in the 1980s, leaving workers and pensioners in a terrible 
financial state. The decision to make this company collapse means that Ireland is completely 
dependent on multinational shipping companies who pay no tax in this country to bring our 
goods to the markets in Europe and elsewhere and the same companies control our imports. 
One thing that most of our major ports companies have in common is ownership of large land 
banks in what are usually high-value city centre locations. We have already seen the 
Docklands development in Dublin, complete with the disastrous stewardship of the Dublin 
Docklands Development Agency (DDDA) and a Docklands plan is already in place for Cork. 
Even after this the ports own large amounts of lands and this, as much as the ports 
themselves, is what many of those who are most keen on privatisation really want. 
 
 



The logic behind the continuation of our port authorities in public ownership continues into 
the airline industry. Our airports are a vital and strategic asset for an island nation. While they 
handle very little freight they are the hubs for mass transport of individuals into and out of 
this country whether for business or pleasure. Airports, and airport facilities, exist to serve 
both the public and the public good. They do not exist to serve the needs of airlines to 
enhance their own bottom lines. The rights of workers to decent pay and conditions can be 
guaranteed in a publicly-owned airport – it most certainly cannot be so guaranteed in a private 
facility as is easily demonstrated across the world. 
 
The lesson of the operation of airports across the world which exist outside of public 
ownership is that the interest of profit supersedes all other interests – sometimes even risking 
the safety of both staff and passengers. 
 
As an island nation, a country where incoming tourism is of major importance, our national 
airports cannot be beholden to private profit operators. We have seen with Ryanair that the 
only consistent aim of the company is enlarged profits and that loyalty to a region, staff or 
country is secondary to the bottom line. 
 
The State Airports Act (2004) abolishing Aer Rianta and establishing the DAA, also made 
provision for the establishment of independent boards in Cork and Shannon (Cork Airport 
Authority and Shannon Airport Authority respectively) which would take responsibility for 
the operation of these airports as independent publicly owned airports. The failure to advance 
these sections of the 2004 Act, linked to the deliberate confusion and disinformation spread 
by many government TDs and councillors (amongst others) in these regions, has clearly been 
part of a strategy to private at least two, if not immediately all three, of our publicly owned 
airports. 
 
Intangible Assets: The Radio Spectrum 
 
The Radio Spectrum is something we cannot see and most people take it for granted but under 
international agreements Ireland owns a significant part of the radio spectrum. The remit of 
the commission includes the review of and possible sale of the Radio Spectrum. To many this 
may seem a minor detail of the total remit of the commission but with the growing 
importance of broadband communications and the proliferation of electronic goods and 
communications devices requiring radio frequency access this is likely to become a much 
more important issue in the future. 
 
It is already clear that private operators, particularly in the mobile phone and internet area are 
eyeing up Ireland’s bite of  the radio spectrum:- 
“Radio Spectrum is one resource in which Ireland is relatively wealthy.  We have a low 
population density, and because of our geographic location to the west of Europe with just 
one border, we should be relatively well off when it comes to spectrum” (Telefonica O2 
submission to ComReg consultation on future strategy in communications, 2010). 
 
The radio spectrum is currently under state control via Comreg, subject to European and 
worldwide agreements and regulations. It is important because its sale would take the 
licensing of radio and television channels, as well as mobile phone, radio telecommunications 
and a wide range of other activities out of control of the state. 
 
It could mean that more independent television and radio stations could get the go ahead, and 
possibly a “free for all” with all sorts of stations setting up here as long as they had the 
money. In the 1980s Radio Tara set up a long-wave radio station in Co. Meath broadcasting 
primarily to the UK because the company could not get a licence to operate there. This could 
happen on a much wider scale with digital and satellite television and, for example, we might 



see pornographic, religious, racist and xenophobic channels operating from here and the state 
could do nothing about it. 
  
It might also have implications for instance with the public service requirements of news, 
Irish language, etc currently imposed on private radio and television services and perhaps the 
government’s long row with the likes of Sky over rights to broadcasting sports events. 
 
The greatest effect will probably be in a free for all in the mobile phone business for both 
telephones and wireless broadband which is currently subject to government licensing. We 
have already seen what has happened in the past with the sale of mobile phone licences 
(ESAT) which is one of the issues which ended up before a tribunal. The availability and 
control of this part of the spectrum is becoming more and more important. 
 
There is the ongoing concern regarding the safety aspects of phone masts in relation to the 
disputed effects of non-ionizing radiation. Many people are concerned that there are too many 
companies and too many phone masts already. Yet it is likely that we will have many more 
operators getting licences to operate here for phone, data and wi-fi / broadband in the future. 
It is essential that the state, which is not only responsible for communications but also the 
health of the people, retains control over such matters. 
 
The demands on the radio spectrum are growing all the time. The spectrum is divided into 
bands, e.g. for television, broadcast radio, mobile phones, broadband, electronic equipment, 
ham radio operators, maritime, satellite, emergency services, radar, etc, etc. More and more 
the IT industry is demanding a greater chunk of that spectrum and is making demands for 
pieces of the spectrum currently allocated for other uses. It is a battlefield and massive profits 
are at stake. 
 
In the modern telecommunications age the radio spectrum is becoming more and more 
valuable. It could in a small way be compared with the route licences allocated to Aer Lingus 
in the 1930s and 1940s which were in later years very, very valuable to the company. In the 
future the radio spectrum may be as valuable to this county as some of our natural resources. 
It is essential that this remains the property of the Irish people and not sold off.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Conclusion 
 
The Review Group on State Assets and Liabilities is carrying out its deliberation at a time of 
unprecedented domestic economic crisis. That crisis has been caused entirely by the malaise 
of the private sector and the deliberate decision at national, European and global level to 
adopt a policy of state regulation of economic activity instead of state control of such activity. 
It is not the public sector which has failed. However, it is the public sector that has now been 
put in the dock by governments composed of the very individuals who presided over the 
worldwide and domestic economic crisis. 
 
While the Review Group on State Assets and Liabilities is the name of your committee, it has 
been precluded from examining the primary liabilities which have been offloaded onto the 
state in the form of the failed banking sector.  
 
The Workers’ Party is totally opposed to the privatisation of state assets. We believe that the 
state must have a key role in economic activity for the benefit of the nation and its people. We 
are conscious that your committee also has an ideological position and that it is 100% at odds 
with ours. However, even when one looks at the state companies from an entirely capitalist, 
profiteering point of view, it is clear that now is not the time to sell the family silver. Indeed, 
the term “family silver” is a misnomer because far from being gaudy baubles of dubious 
worth, the state and semi-state companies you are reviewing are jewels of great importance to 
this country. They are drivers of economic activity, and have proved their worth time after 
time. A fire sale of these companies may or may not get the country out if its present man-
made economic hole, but it most certainly will deprive the country of the wherewithal to 
rebuild because anything built without the firm foundations of a vibrant state sector is bound 
to go the same route as the previous houses of sand that are currently on life-support in this 
country.   


