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Good morning distinguished guests, 

I am delighted to be here in my home town Galway this morning to address the colloquium 

of the Technological Higher Education Association.  

I wish to thank the CEO of THEA, Dr. Joe Ryan, for his kind invitation to address you today. 

Thanks also to Dr. Oliver Murphy, president of IT Tralee and THEA Board Chair, to the 14 

member institutions of THEA and, also, the president of GMIT, Dr. Fergal Barry, our host for 

today’s event.  

I want to welcome you all to the colloquium and to open what I predict will be an 

informative and interesting engagement. 

Aptly, the theme for today’s event is “engagement” 

It is only through engagement with colleagues and with those who have differing views from 

our own, that we can challenge issues in an informed way.  

This may entail collaboration, it may entail the infamous “full and frank exchange of views” 

and it may also entail compromise.  

However, without engagement there will be no progress.  

I will give you a couple of examples from my own, relatively short time as Minister of State 

for Higher Education of the benefits of engagement. 

The first example that comes to mind is the engagement with various stakeholders on the 

progression of the then Technological Universities Bill, now as of two months ago, the 

Technological Universities Act 2018.  

In piloting the bill through the houses of the Oireachtas, I experienced at first hand the 

engagement of politicians, deputies and senators, of all hues, with my officials and me, in 

seeking to improve the TU bill because we all knew that this was a crucial piece of 

legislation.   

We did not always agree on amendments being proposed either in the Dáil or in the Seanad 

but everyone engaged with the legislative process in a bid to ensure that the various 

missions of a TU, its ethos and most of all the student experience, were as well-crafted and 

best served in legal terms as possible. 

I wish, at this point to specifically thank THEA members including Dr. Joe Ryan, for their 

sterling advice and counsel on a number of complex technical issues in relation to aspects of 

the bill.  

I wish to thank THEA, too, for its support generally in relation to the concept of the TU and 

for significantly assisting in making that concept a reality.  
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As you will all probably know by now, the first application from the “TU4Dublin” consortium 

of Dublin Institute of Technology, IT Blanchardstown and IT Tallaght, was received in the 

Department at the end of last month and an expert advisory panel is being established to 

examine the application.  

A number of other consortia – Connacht Ulster Alliance, Munster Technological University 

and Technological University for the South East – which comprise in total 7 other institutes 

of technology – are also progressing TU projects. 

This is a very exciting step for the IoT sector and for the ongoing restructuring process 

across the wider Higher Education landscape. 

In this context, I also wish to thank the Teachers’ Union of Ireland for their engagement in 

the TU process.  

I wish to acknowledge both Joanne Irwin and John McGowan who are both here this 

morning. 

Following an agreement with the Department and THEA, on a number of aspects vital to 

their members, to students and to the regional mission of the sector, I want to acknowledge 

their support which was also immensely important.  

There was also a lot of work done around the strengthening of the links between the new 

institutions and the communities in which they are to be embedded and which they will 

serve.  

It is this type of civic and community engagement that has long been the hallmark of the 

Institute of Technology sector. 

We are continuing to work with THEA and the TUI and other trade unions in national 

negotiation forums in respect of TUs for both academic staff and professional, management 

and support staff.   

We are also engaging and working with the TUI again on the review of lecturing which is of 

huge significance to staff. 

I think I am correct in saying that it was in 1963 that the Government announced its 

intention to create regional technical colleges.  

Of course, in the interim we have had the 1992 and 1994 acts and in 2006 the transition 

from Regional Technical Colleges to Institutes of Technology and now in 2018 we have the 

potential for Technological Universities to be established. 

Our aim is to provide the student with the best quality education, be that technical in 

nature, apprenticeship focused, creative, research based or lifelong learning and with an 

emphasis on providing progression pathways for students who might not otherwise have an 

opportunity to access higher level education.  
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I am conscious, also, that not all institutions are aiming at this time to become TU consortia 

members, as is their right.   

 

There is a place in the sector for different types of institutes and different configurations 

and different collaborative approaches.  

 

What we are all agreed on, I am sure, is the key objective in the Action Plan for Education of 

making Ireland’s education system the best in Europe by 2026.  

I, for one, think we are well on our way already to that objective, particularly in Higher 

Education. 

The Government will continue to support the sector in providing access and diversity both in 

terms of multi-faceted institutes and also in terms of the student populations. 

In regard to student access, we currently provide over €400 million in supports for access 

initiatives to students and institutions every year with student grants being paid to over 

78,000 students.  

In February, we announced a new €5.7 million access fund, the PATH Fund, to support 

students from under-represented groups to access Higher Education.  

The PATH funding will facilitate the attraction and retention of an additional 2,000 new 

undergraduate students.  

It’s being channeled through regional clusters of institutions to support approved access 

initiatives.  

As such, it also enables much greater community engagement at local levels within the 

regions.  

The regional clusters themselves are strong engines of growth and innovation in our 

economy.  

By working together and adopting a-whole-of -community approach, our Higher Education 

providers can be much more effective in achieving our national priorities.  

Ladies and gentlemen, while we are on the subject of students, I wish to touch on the 

subject of International students. 

 

Currently we have 33K international students.  We have a desire to increase to 44K by 2020.    
 
By then we have estimated the total economic output value of International Education to be 
worth €2.1bn. 
 
This represents a 58% increase since 2011. 
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With this in mind, the issue of visas for students from abroad coming to study in Ireland has 
been raised with me in a number of Institutes.  

I am pleased to tell you I had a productive meeting yesterday afternoon at my request with 
the Minister for Justice and his senior officials to see what can be done to improve the 
processing and turnaround of student visas in a number of Asian and Middle Eastern 
countries. 

The Minister told me that his officials are very happy to meet with THEA in the coming 
weeks to discuss ways in which Institutes and the Irish National Immigration Service (INIS) 
can work more closely together to ensure the interests of students coming to Ireland, 
Institutes and the INIS are harmonised.  

I hope you will take up this offer.  

Another example of engagement that comes to mind is the engagement of the sector, and 

of THEA, as its new representative body, in the review of the allocation model for funding 

Higher Education Institutions which has now moved into its implementation phase.  

 

The expert panel report, which I published in January, provides a roadmap for transitioning 

towards a reformed funding model that is more transparent across Higher Education 

Institutions. 

 

It incentivises actions in key strategic areas and supports accountability while also 

respecting institutional autonomy.  

 

The new funding model will move towards a universal approach to supporting all Higher 

Education Institutions, including Technological Universities. 

 

A national implementation group, of which THEA is a member, has been established.  

The group is progressing a number of important areas including the design of performance 

and innovation funds that will support capacity building in Higher Education Institutions.   

It will also reward institutions that exceed targets in key priority areas.  

The new funding model being developed is linked to the delivery of key national priorities, 

including better alignment to the skills needs of the economy, higher levels of performance 

and innovation, expansion of research and strengthened governance.  

These various requirements will be monitored through the system performance framework 

2018 -2020, the strategic dialogue and performance compacts processes.  

Of course, future funding is a vital issue for all Higher Education Institutions going forward.  
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We are all of us, both policy makers and professionals at the coal face, aware of the 

challenges facing the Higher Education sector currently, and over the next number of years, 

in terms of student demographic growth. 

Actually, I tend to view this situation in a more positive light than others.  

For me, it shows that young people and, indeed, more mature students and lifelong 

learners, are hungry for the types of high quality higher education and FET provision that 

Ireland is producing, not least in your sector.  

We should be proud to have such a sought after system.  

The challenge is to be able to continue to support the system financially, practically, 

legislatively and in policy terms. 

Of course, the Government is already working proactively to increase funding.   

Budget 2018 saw investment in Higher and Further Education increasing €100 million above 

2016 levels.  

This will allow for an additional 2,100 student places to be provided this year. 

The total investment sits at €2.36 bn. 

There is also a significant ramping up of Government investment on the capital side of the 

Higher Education sector.   

Over a 10 year period, investment of some €2.2 billion is envisaged.  

This investment recognises that fit for purpose infrastructure is essential to cater for 

increasing numbers of students, new ways of teaching and learning and a skills development 

focus that is fully relevant and responsive.  

Higher Education is at the core of Project Ireland 2014.   There will be an implementation 

group overseeing its success. 

I believe as Minister that the HE sector should be involved from the outset and be proactive 

rather than reactive. 

It is also key to delivering on a core objective of Project Ireland 2040, which is to stimulate a 

more balanced growth of population and employment across Ireland’s regions.  
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Last October, I was very pleased to announce a €200m PPP investment in the technological 

sector.   

 

11 projects will deliver some 8,000 new student places and boost capacity in a range of key 

skills areas, including engineering, ICT, life sciences, creative technologies and culinary arts.  

 

All regions of the country will benefit.  Here in GMIT, for example, they are looking forward 

to the development of a new STEM building.  

In the interim, significant progress has been made and we will shortly be moving to design 

and planning.   

 

Also, on 30 April, I was delighted to turn the sod on two new buildings for DIT at 

Grangegorman.  

 

The buildings will together provide some 52,000 square metres of space and cater for 

10,000 students on what will be a state of the art campus at the center of a new urban 

quarter.    

 

The ramp up in capital investment in the Higher Education sector will need to be carefully 

planned to ensure appropriate prioritisation and alignment with objectives for the system as 

a whole.  

 

The Department and the Higher Education Authority will be taking forward work on this 

over the coming period and look forward to engagement with THEA and the wider sector.  

As your Minister at the cabinet table, I will be the voice ensuring additional funding for the 

Higher Education sector, in upcoming budgets. 

I also want to acknowledge THEA’s input to policy development through their contributions 

on key policy issues such as the national planning framework and BREXIT, particularly in the 

regional context.  

In terms of engagement with enterprise and industry, which is on today’s colloquium 

agenda, this is very much key territory for THEA members around the country.  

I know that hugely important work continues to be done by institutes of technology locally 

and regionally and this is something that we anticipate will be ramped up even further in 

the context of Project Ireland 2040.  I personally acknowledge your tremendous work 

interfacing with industry and communities. 
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My Department and that of Minister Paschal Donohoe are currently working to reform the 

National Training Fund in response to issues raised by employers and, indeed, education 

providers, in last year’s consultation process.   

The fund levy was increased by 0.1% to 0.8% in Budget 2018 and by a further 0.1% in both 

2019 and 2020. 

This measure will allow for an additional expenditure of €47.5 million this year as part of the 

Exchequer-Employer Funding Mechanism, bringing the fund to 435m for 2017 and 553m for 

2018. 

It is estimated that this fund increases by a further €104m in 2019 and €165m in 2020. 

Our aim is to make the Fund more transparent, to better align it to employer needs and to 

develop a range of upskilling and reskilling initiatives which will respond to regional and 

national skills needs.  

With regards to apprenticeships, the action plan to expand apprenticeship and traineeship 

will see 31,000 new enrolments on apprenticeship programmes, representing a more than 

doubling of activity by 2020.  

The Government has increased the Budget 2018 allocation for apprenticeship by almost 

24% to €122 million to support this activity.  

To date 11 new apprenticeships programmes are now operational with a further 12 

scheduled to get underway during 2018.  

New consortia led apprenticeship programmes are being delivered in areas such as 

hospitality, insurance, accounting, ICT and financial services with more being developed in 

the areas of construction, engineering, horticulture and agriculture.  

The apprenticeship and traineeship models of learning offer industry an opportunity to 

become actively involved in the development and delivery of programmes in various roles.   

The collaboration between industry and education and training providers enhances the 

performance of programmes.  

It ensures that the skills needs of industry are being met. It helps to maintain Ireland’s 

competitiveness which is underpinned by a highly skilled workforce.  And most importantly 

if it benefits the individual it benefits society.   
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Earlier this year, under the transitions group, my department arranged for the 

establishment of a  sub-group to look at developing an overall framework for FET-to-HE 

transition to support a more coherent approach to facilitating such progression.  

 

THEA is part of the group along with SOLAS, QQI, HEA, ETBI and IUA.   

 

THEA is also working hard work with others, such as Education and Training Boards Ireland, 

to enhance the positive messages around the potential in the sector.  

 

It is essential that representatives of enterprise, education and training providers and state 

organisations continue to work in partnership at national and regional level.  

In this way we can proactively identify, prioritise and address skills needs.  

In this regard the work of the 9 regional skills fora is having a significant impact at regional 

level by bringing together the key stakeholders in each region to identify existing and 

emerging specific skills needs and develop swift responses.  

In 2017, over 60% of engagement was with SMEs, with increasing involvement with micro 

enterprises. 

Through mechanisms, such as the reform of the NTF, the regional skills fora which are now 

very successfully bedding down and with representation on the National Skills Council, the 

engagement process with enterprise and industry is being deepened and expanded all the 

time in the technological sector.  

Now if I can touch on research - great strides, too, are being made in the field of research, 

development and innovation.  

This is an established and strongly growing area of activity for the technological sector.  

 

It is intrinsically linked with teaching and learning and knowledge transfer and engagement.  

The primary aim is to produce research-informed graduates with skill sets aligned to 

enterprise and community needs. 

If we are serious about our ambition to be in the top tier of research, and we are, then 

continued support for our research systems are vital.  

The Institutes of Technology can be immensely proud of their track record in research and 

innovation and the strong links they have forged with industry.  

These collaborations with industry play a pivotal role in driving regional innovation, growth 

and jobs.  
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They have a range of industry-focused research centres, solving real problems for 

companies, covering specialisms such as pharmaceuticals, biotechnology, polymers, 

advanced materials and medical devices.  

Indeed, the key research capabilities in the institutes are closely aligned with national 

research priorities and they have strong partnerships with major companies and indigenous 

SMEs.  

One of the unique characteristics of the institutes is, again, their strong focus on engaging 

with SMEs in order to build their innovation capability.  

This is typified by the highly successful technology gateway network, with Enterprise 

Ireland, which delivers industry with research and innovation solutions. 

The technological sector, be that in the form of individual institutes, collaborations within 

regional clusters of Higher Education Institutes, or Technological Universities, must continue 

to build and improve its research, innovation and development capabilities.  

This is a major driver of regional development and has a significant national impact too.  

Finally, you will be aware that achieving gender equality in Higher Education is one of my 

key priorities.   

 

In this context THEA has been to the fore in advancing engagement with Athena Swan and 

in organising sectoral and cross-sectoral workshops.  

 

THEA has assisted in collating responses to the work of the gender taskforce, which I 

established last November.  

 

In addition, THEA has shaped and successfully adopted a transgender policy for the sector as 

a whole.  

 

I understand work has also commenced collectively through the THEA council in relation to 

putting in place a sector-specific gender statement.  

 

This is really the type of engagement in the civic and community space that I am delighted 

to see.   

 

I hope I have managed to convey to you this morning some of the benefits that have 

accrued through the engagement of the technological sector both internally and externally 

with other collaborators and partners.  
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It is only by deepening the linkages and interactions with business, enterprise, the 

professions, the community and local interests  - including in facilitating social, cultural and 

sporting activities -  that the sector will grow and thrive.  

While there is plenty of evidence of this currently, I look forward to these deep and 

collaborative approaches going from strength to strength, in what is a very exciting time for 

this sector and for Higher Education as a whole. 

Thank you. 


