
In May 2016, on the recommendation of Micheál Martin TD, I was 
nominated to the 25th Seanad by An Taoiseach.
It has been a great privilege to serve as an independent Senator over 
the last year. In that time, I have sought to use this ‘gift’ to build cross 
party alliances and commitments for the causes that have shaped 
my life’s work. This includes advancing the rights of and supports 
for people with dementia, people who are homeless, women and 
children, people with disabilities, the Travelling community and other 
marginalised groups.
I would be delighted to receive your feedback on my work in the 
Seanad so far, which is outlined in these pages. I would also welcome 
your ideas on the issues you think should shape my agenda for the 
year ahead, which you can send to colette.kelleher@oireachtas.ie. 
Finally, I would like to thank my family, friends, and colleagues for 
their support. I would also like to thank Martin Groves and his team 
in the Seanad Office, Colm O’Rourke and the other ushers, and my 
assistant Pádraig Rice for all their work and support.

Drafting New Laws: The 
Adult Safeguarding Bill 2017
In April, I introduced the Adult Safeguarding Bill 2017, 
an important addition to the social policy architecture 
in Ireland.
My Bill seeks to put in place additional protections 
and supports for adults who may be at risk of abuse 
or harm. The Bill establishes the National Adult 
Safeguarding Authority which will be responsible for 
adequately investigating allegations of abuse or harm, 
directing supports where needed, as well as seeking to 
prevent such cases through education, promotion, and 
standard setting. 
I was encouraged that the Bill received support from 
every party and group in the Seanad and passed 
the second stage without opposition. Work on the 
Bill continues including commissioning research 
by the Institute of Public Administration, future 
engagement with the Law Reform Commission and 
further consultations. The Bill will be examined by an 
Oireachtas committee before proceeding to the next 
stage in the Seanad. 
I would like to thank the 40 groups who took part in 
the consultations that helped form the contents of 
the Bill, in particular the people with dementia and 
people with intellectual disabilities. I would also like 
to thank the Office of the Parliamentary Legal Advisor, 
Patricia Rickard Clarke, and the National Safeguarding 
Committee for their support.
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Engaging with Civil Society 
Upon my nomination, I joined the Seanad Civil Engagement Group 
comprised of independent Senators Frances Black, John Dolan, Alice-
Mary Higgins, Lynn Ruane and the Green Party’s Grace O’Sullivan.
The core ethos and modus operandi of our group is to bridge the gap 
that exists between civil society and politics. At all stages, we seek to 
use the vast knowledge of NGOs and community groups to enhance 
our work. In return, I hope we are bringing politics closer to people.
I would like to thank the NGOs, public bodies and individuals that 
have helped me directly in my work so far. These include Age Action 
Ireland, The Alzheimer Society of Ireland, Barnardos, HIQA, The IFPA, 
Inclusion Ireland, The Irish Traveller Movement and Cork Traveller 
Visibility Group, NAI, NASC, The National Safeguarding Committee, 
The National Women’s Council of Ireland, Safe Ireland, SAGE, the 
Simon Communities in Ireland, in particular Cork Simon Community, 
and many, many others.
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The current levels of homelessness are a great cause of 
concern to me. I worked with Cork Simon Community for 
many years to try to end rough sleeping and homelessness. 
Shamefully, in recent times the situation has gotten a lot 
worse with over 2,500 children now living in emergency 
accommodation. I remain concerned about the slow 
progress in moving people with intellectual disabilities from 
congregated settings to the community.

Over the last year, I took a number of actions to help 
address these issues. In November, I raised awareness about 
the issues faced by renters. In December, I amended the 
Planning and Development (Housing) Residential Tenancies 
Bill 2016 to make it harder for vulture funds to evict tenants. 

In February, I tracked and monitored the progress of 
Rebuilding Ireland. I spoke out against the lack of use of 
the 200,000 vacant houses and seconded the Green Party’s 
Derelict and Vacant Sites Bill 2017. In March, I hosted a 
Coffee Morning inside the Oireachtas to heighten awareness 
of homelessness and collect much-needed funds for Cork 
Simon Community.

In doing all that, I have come to the conclusion that we 
need to enshrine a right to housing in the Constitution. Over 
the next twelve months, I will be working with the Simon 
Communities in Ireland and others to advance this issue 
beginning with a seminar in TCD on July 13th. 

Housing as a Human Right

Across the Western world, democracy is under strain. At 
home, both trust in politics and voter turnout remain low. 

Upon my appointment, I joined two Oireachtas 
Committees, the Seanad Public Consultation Committee 
and the Joint Committee on Public Petitions for which I 
was elected the Vice Chair. On both, I have worked hard 
to enhance and improve the processes to ensure that we 
become a ‘listening parliament’. 

On my suggestion, the Committee on Public Petitions is 
beginning to engage directly with NGOs and is becoming 
more public facing in its work. Following representations 
by myself and others, the full remit of the Committee has 
also been restored and it can once again examine cross-
cutting public policy issues. In light of the recent right to 
work judgement by the Supreme Court, I will be calling 
on the Committee to look again at the issue of Direct 
Provision last examined in a 2015 report. 

Likewise, the Seanad Public Consultation Committee has 
adopted new guidelines that will hopefully ensure that in 
future a more diverse range of voices is heard with every 
effort made to hear from ‘hard to reach’ groups and not 
just ‘the usual suspects’.

For my own part, I have also attempted to respond to 
correspondence received and I have made an active effort 
to  invite citizens to witness the debates in the Seanad. 

A Listening Parliament? 
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There were scenes of joy in Leinster House in March when 
the Taoiseach formally recognised Travellers as an ethnic 
minority within the Irish nation. 

I was proud to have worked closely behind the scenes 
cross party with a number of others in the preceding 
months to help ensure this happened. 

I also spoke in the Seanad in October about safety issues 
on halting sites and the need for improved Traveller 
accommodation.

In the months ahead, I hope to use my role on the 
Seanad Public Consultations Committee and the 
Oireachtas Committee on Public Petitions to hear from 
Travellers directly on the most pressing issues facing their 
community post ethnicity recognition including housing, 
and on how best to build awareness and supports. 

Enhancing Traveller Lives and 
Rights



INDEPENDENT

The World Health Organisation has named dementia as 
a major public health priority and that is why, in October, 
together with Deputy Mary Butler, I launched the first ever 
All Party Oireachtas Group on Dementia. 

Since then, the All Party Group has gone on to be one of 
the most active all party Oireachtas groups with members 
from Fianna Fáil, Fine Gael, Labour, Sinn Féin, People 
Before Profit and Independents. 
So far, 60 TDs and Senators have attended our Dementia 
Awareness Training. As a result, more communities and 
constituency offices are dementia friendly. 

Our group has heard directly from people with dementia 
including Helen Rochford-Brennan, Ronan Smith and Kathy 
Ryan from the Irish Dementia Working Group and Agnes 
Houston from the Scottish Dementia Working Group.

Bringing Dementia to the 
fore with the new All Party 
Group 

Some of our other activities so far include:

● A high-level roundtable seminar to plan for the much 
needed home care in Ireland as exists in Germany, the 
Netherlands, Sweden, and Scotland. Speakers included 
the then Minister of State for Mental Health and Older 
People, Helen McEntee TD; Dr. Rachel Kiersey and Dr. 
Jean Long, Health Research Board; Senator Colm Burke; 
Professor Eamon O’Shea NUIG; Mr. Michael Fitzgerald, 
Head of Operations and Service Improvement Services 
for Older People, HSE; Ronan Smith, Irish Dementia 
Working Group; Pat McLoughlin, The Alzheimer Society 
of Ireland; and Dr. Marita O’Brien, Age Action Ireland;

● A study trip to Scotland to learn first-hand about their 
progressive policy approach to dementia care including 
a meeting with Minister for Mental Health Maureen 
Watts and senior civil servant Geoff Huggins;

● A visit to the MISA Clinic at St James’s Hospital;

● Most recently, we have made a submission to the 
Citizens’ Assembly calling for enhanced primary care; 
a national network of dementia advisers; adequately 
regulated, well resourced, statutory home care; an 
Ombudsman for Older People; passing and enactment 
of the Adult Safeguarding Bill and a high-level assistive 
technology strategy;

● Alzheimer’s Tea Day raising €527.95 for much needed 
services like Dementia Advisers.
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While much progress has been made on women’s issues in 
the last few decades, more work needs to be done. I have 
been delighted to champion various women’s issues over the 
last year. 
The waiting lists for inpatient and outpatient gynaecology 
services in Cork University Maternity Hospital are the longest 
in the country, twice the next highest. That is why I lobbied 
hard and successfully for a promised investment of €14 
million. Minister for Health, Simon Harris T.D., committed to 
this on the 30 March 2017. With Dr. Cathy Burke and others, 
I’m monitoring progress on this so that the promise is kept 
for the women of Cork and the region.
I’m also part of the organising group of the Oireachtas 
Women’s Caucus initiated by Catherine Martin TD. I spoke 
at the Network Ireland Conference and I have been working 
with NGOs to enhance and improve the Domestic Violence 
Bill, and on the campaign to repeal the 8th amendment to 
the Constitution.

Empowering Young People 
Since August, inspired by a young Cork teacher Graham Manning, I have been working 
with teachers and parents to draft a change to the Education (Admissions) Bill to 
ensure that more schools set up ASD classrooms for children with autism. The current 
‘Cork Autism Education Gap’, the difference in places at primary to secondary schools 
in Cork is 234. As a result, some students will lose supports as they transition from 
primary to secondary school. Others, whose support needs develop at a later stage, 
are being denied access.
I have also spoken in support of a number of measures brought forward by my 
colleagues to improve the lives of young people. These include the Vote @ 16 Bill, 
the Gender Recognition Amendment Bill, the Litter Pollution Amendment Bill and the 
Autism Spectrum Disorder Bill. Over the coming months I and the other members of 
the Seanad Public Consultation Committee will be examining the issue of child and 
adolescent mental health services.

Last August, I wrote a detailed 
submission and presented it 
to the Oireachtas Future of 
Healthcare Committee which 
provided nine recommendations 
on how the Irish healthcare 
system could be recast to become 
a citizen centred healthcare 
system. Having studied the final 
report, I note that my proposals 
for adequate population health 
planning, addressing health 
inequalities and investment in home 
care were taken on board. 

Harm reduction is the best way 
to support people with addictions and that is why I was 
delighted to support the government’s Misuse of Drugs 
(Supervised Injecting Facilities) Bill 2017 and the Controlled 
Drugs and Harm Reduction Bill 2017, brought forward by my 
colleague Senator Ruane in May, which seeks to reframe drug 
use as a health and welfare issue, instead of a criminal justice 
one.
In October, I supported the NAI’s campaign ‘We Need Our 
Heads Examined’ which called for more national and local 
neuro rehabilitation beds, as well as home care for people 
with conditions like MS and acquired brain injury. 

Making Progress for 
Women

Future Healthcare for All
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