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I am delighted to have been invited to address the Association of European Journalists.  You are a group of journalists from different newspapers and broadcasting organisations who have been brought together by both your interest and expertise in European affairs.

This year will see another important EU referendum take place on the EU Reform Treaty.  It also marks the 50th anniversary of the European Union. Following on the success of Europe Day last year this will become an annual event in the Oireachtas. 

Our intention is that senior EU figures will address members of both Houses each year on this day. Last year European Commissioner Mariann Fischer Boel was the guest.  Europe Day will serve to demystify European Affairs and bring Europe closer to the fabric of Irish political life.
This interaction between the national parliament and European institutions is a very important democratic act.  Its underlines the principle that the growth in significance of the European Union has not led to a loss of sovereignty but a pooling of sovereignty between the Member States. Not only do the representatives of the people of the member states sit together in the European Parliament where they share sovereignty, senior EU figures come to the national parliament and engage with the elected representatives of the people.
One of the stated core objectives of the Association of European Journalists is to advance knowledge and debate on European Affairs. This is a most worthy objective for serious journalists to have. I know all of you here would agree that broadly speaking, all serious media should have as a core objective the advancement of knowledge and debate on all aspects of public affairs.

As Ceann Comhairle of the 30th Dáil this is of particular interest to me.  You will know that the Houses of the Oireachtas Commission has identified as a key priority the need to increase public awareness and understanding of the work of the Houses of the Oireachtas. I am very enthusiastic about this project and have taken an active role in seeking to promote this aim.

If the media in general had a core objective such as yours in relation to the Houses of the Oireachtas my job would be easy.  If the State’s newspapers and broadcasters all saw their aim as the advancement of knowledge and debate on all aspects of the work of the Houses of the Oireachtas, then our work would be almost done.

But I must recognise that the media has other priorities besides public service.  In particular, privately owned media has an obligation to its shareholders to maximise revenue, to sell more copies, and to make their product attractive to advertisers.

And therefore media has a need to entertain, and not just to inform and educate. It needs to appear up to date, to be bringing urgent news to the attention of its readers. It needs “news” about events that happened “yesterday”.

The question I would like to pose today is whether the demands of daily journalism can lead to a certain trivialisation of politics.  Do the momentous changes which have happened over periods of many years in European politics, in Northern Ireland, and indeed in relation to the Irish economy, get under-reported on a daily basis. 
The old saying, “Rome wasn’t built in a day” applies to all political endeavour.  Political change is a slow process, the passage of legislation through the Oireachtas is a slow process.  Does this make it difficult for the daily news media to report it well, and is there anything we as politicians and you as journalists can do to change this?  I will return to this question later on.

First, let me give you some background on where I am coming from on this. You are probably aware that the Houses of the Oireachtas have begun a programme of activities designed to increase public awareness and understanding of what takes place in Leinster House.  One important element of this programme will be the development of a parliamentary education module to be delivered in secondary schools around the country.

As we work to develop this programme, I have visited a number of schools in recent months to talk about parliament and to listen to what young people have to say.  From this experience I can report that the regular talk of apathy about politics among young people is exaggerated.  Of course in every group of students when you ask will they vote when they have the chance, there is a small number who say they will not, that politics changes nothing, that we are all the same and so on.

I believe the level of apathy that is out there comes from a sense that democracy can perhaps be taken for granted. The State is not under threat, nobody is expecting a coup d’etat, political extremists are at the margins of Irish politics inasmuch as they have a presence at all and the days of violence being perpetrated in the name of political aims appear to have passed.  Events such as those we have seen in Kenya, Pakistan and Burma in recent times seem far away in every sense.

As a group of journalists brought together by an interest in European politics, and no doubt with a keen sense of history, you will know that democracy cannot be taken for granted. After the continent of Europe was ravaged by two terrible world wars in the space of 30 years, it became clear that the only way to end the constant cycle of conflict was to bind old enemies together economically and then politically. The European Coal and Steel Community ensured that France and Germany in particular benefited from co-operation, not conflict. 

And as economic co-operation grew it became clear that this new relationship needed political expression.  So the European Coal and Steel Community became the European Economic Community, the European Community and now the European Union. Elected representatives of 27 member states now sit together in the European Parliament. And as John Hume used to say when he held up Europe as a model for the resolution of the Northern conflict, the French are still French and the Germans are still German.

And today in Northern Ireland, the nationalists are still nationalists and the unionists are still unionists. But I would refer those who say politics changes nothing to the remarkable series of images that has emerged from Northern Ireland in recent months. Who would not have laughed a couple of years ago if you were told that Ian Paisley and Martin McGuinness would be touring the world as part of a double act that has become known in Northern Ireland as the chuckle brothers? 

A joke is being told these days in nationalist circles in Stormont that Ian Paisley has taken to the beer.  This is because he walks the corridors of Stormont saying “where’s McGuinness” all the time -  as Sir Edward Carson’s statue declaims from his pedestal outside.

The heart-warming images of these two old enemies together are not the result of some contrived photo-opportunity. They result from politics at work, from years of negotiation, hardball and compromise.  Elected politicians have represented their voters and done what the people wanted them to do. 

Democracy works, the politicians you elect can change things. When I remember the days of unemployment and emigration in Ireland in the 1980s I remember the widespread sense that these phenomena were there forever and that like the Northern conflict – indeed like the weather – we were unable to do anything about them. This was wrong. Elected politicians worked to change them and they succeeded, as they did in relation to Northern Ireland, as they did in giving Europe its longest ever period of relative peace and stability.

The challenge politicians of all parties face is to make the link between these momentous developments that took place over periods of years with the events in Leinster House which often appear mundane and unexciting.

And while it may appear mundane and unexciting, when I visit schools I find myself telling young people that politics is part of their lives whether they like it or not. It is how we organise our lives. Politics will decide what kind of health service we have, what the laws are, how the police operate, whether Ireland goes to war or not, what you learn in school. If you think politics and politicians make no difference to your life, you are wrong. Politics makes decisions that affect your life every day. So take part in it.  You can either vote, and be part of those decisions, or don’t vote and let everyone else make those decisions for you.

So voters have a duty to take their political choices seriously.  But others, particularly politicians themselves and the media, have a role in helping voters see the relevance of what we do in parliament.

First, the politicians. Every political party makes the right noises about Dáil and Oireachtas reform from time to time. The notion that there should be one large chamber containing 166 representatives of the people, debating and making decisions about the big issues of the day, was a good idea over 200 years ago. The question is whether it is a good idea today. Do we really need so many 30 and 40 minute speeches to be delivered on the general principles of a Bill? Or would politicians’ time be better spent on studying the details of legislation, listening to the views of those outside the House and having an input when legislation is being considered line by line at Committee State?

The press and commentators regularly make a point of noting that most TDs are not in the Dáil Chamber when these speeches are being delivered.  Should they sit there listening to these speeches?  Or should they read the ones they see as relevant at a later stage and use their time for some other purpose?

To what extent should Dáil business be capable of being changed to allow for discussion of the news of the day?  Or should parliament largely stick to its legislative business and not become a forum for soundbites on issues of transient interest?

In summary, are there changes we could make to our procedures that would make the work of the Oireachtas more understandable, and more open to media coverage, without compromising its seriousness.

You will note that I am asking questions.  As Ceann Comhairle I am precluded from providing the answers myself. I am encouraged however by the fact that the Whips of the main parties have had a number of meetings since the current Dáil was elected and they are examining whether there are some changes to Dáil procedure they might consider. I am very pleased to have been able to use the Office of Ceann Comhairle to encourage these discussions on Dáil reform.

If politicians complain that their work is not being taken seriously, or that they are not being given enough credit for what they do, they need to examine their own procedures and I am glad to see they are doing that.  

In my view the media has to examine its approach to politics too.  I am conscious that I say this before an audience of distinguished journalists who do take politics seriously. But I wonder do the demands of daily journalism lead to a certain trivialisation of politics, and a failure to portray the big picture.

For example if you look at the daily coverage of the Northern Ireland political process in the decade up to the most recent political deal, what impression would you have got?  I think the daily stories were largely pessimistic, they were about failure to reach compromise, the alleged crumbling of the Belfast Agreement, the advance of the extremes, the fading chances for a deal. On any one day, the stories published were true.  But overall, I think the daily reportage of minutiae may have missed the big picture story which was that Northern Ireland moved steadily over that period to a historic compromise.

Similarly as Ireland moved from economic failure to the success that began in the mid 1990s, was this always reflected in daily press coverage? As politicians put in place the conditions upon which our economic success is based, did the media consuming public get a sense of a country that was being transformed?  In my view the economic conditions in this country had been changed for the better a long time before this was reflected in the media.

I think the problem is that parliamentary politics is a long process. Legislation is changed slowly and through complex parliamentary procedures that do not easily provide the stories required by daily journalists.  Forgive me if I am wrong, but my understanding is that a news story is attractive to a news editor if it says:  “something changed yesterday”. 

The reality of legislation and political progress is that one can rarely say “something changed yesterday” – the parliamentary process is long and does not often fit the daily news cycle.  And in the absence of such stories about parliamentary business, political coverage in some newspapers can concentrate on the trivial, whether it is a political soundbite that sounds clever but may not mean much, to whether Enda landed a verbal punch on Bertie or whether Bertie landed one on Enda.  Or even whether the Ceann Comhairle raised his voice. These things assume an importance because they can be said to have happened yesterday. Other developments such as the ending of the Northern Ireland conflict or the transformation of the Irish economy did not happen “yesterday” and so may not receive the day to day coverage that they deserve.

And of course parliamentary work faces the same difficulty. The Houses of the Oireachtas consider legislation over many days and weeks. The challenge for politicians is to ensure that this is done in a way that can interest and engage people.  Without compromising the seriousness or integrity of the parliamentary process we must find ways to “package” and present what we do in a way that the media will find easy to report.  But similarly, we must ask the media to take notice of the changes that do take place over the long and sometimes unexciting parliamentary process, and find ways of informing their readers and listeners about that.

In the Houses of the Oireachtas we are working to help bring this about.  We are planning to set up a system whereby news desks will be well informed on what exactly Oireachtas committees are doing, which ones are due to make significant decisions on any particular day and so on.  We have encouraged regional newspapers to publish a weekly report of events in the Oireachtas and this is going well. As I said, discussions are taking place on the possibility of Dáil reform.

And in a constructive rather than a critical spirit I am asking the media to reflect on their own political and parliamentary coverage.  Do the demands for those “something happened yesterday” stories sometimes prevent you from informing your readers of significant events and changes that are taking place in the Oireachtas. Do your readers know about important legislation that has been passed recently by the Oireachtas, or that is being debated there at the moment? And if the answer is not always yes are there changes you can make to your processes of selecting news that will both increase public awareness and understanding of the work of the Oireachtas, and improve the service you provide to your readers as well.

Thank you.
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