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Charting a path to a better politics 

In trying to identify the most meaningful way to reform our political system and parliament, 
we must seek out solutions that recognise human nature and adapt to it, rather than ignore 
it. 

“Everything has changed”, Albert Einstein once said, “except our way of thinking.” 

We are still going through a financial crisis of such significance for this country that at its 
zenith it threatened the identity, if not the very existence of the state. It dramatically 
refocused people’s attention on our political culture and heralded a demand from people 
for ‘new politics’ and better politicians.  

And yet today’s TD, almost six years on from the onset of the political and economic crisis, is 
still expected by the citizen to assist with the local, to attend to the pot hole or the medical 
card when asked (and he or she is frequently asked). And with every hour spent sitting in 
the Dáil chamber observing debate on legislation say, and not attending to their 
constituents’ needs, that TD’s chances of re-election diminish.  

Even if that TD wanted to commit themselves to parliamentary work in the pursuit of ‘new 
politics’, after sitting for hours in the chamber observing debate, when no one else is, that 
TD would soon realise that their presence is pointless.  

Because every decision in the parliament must go with the government or, bizarrely, this 
would precipitate an immediate election, the TD cannot alter the course of that legislation 
in the chamber – the primary purpose of a legislator. Soon enough that TD will retreat to 
what they can do, their local work. After all, that’s where the votes are. And in the absence 
of a properly functioning parliament that is almost the only place where a sense of 
fulfilment lies. 

People focus on what’s immediate to them, be it the missed bin collection outside their 
home, or the stack of constituency emails on their desk claiming to be from people who 
voted for them. It’s human nature.  

So what can we do to improve our parliament and our politics? Well, we can’t change 
human nature, but we can adapt our systems and ways of doing business to take account 
for it. 

Despite the ending of the dual mandate in an official capacity, the responsibility of the TD 
for local/Council work has not ended because it is still enshrined in law. This provision in the 
Local Government Act 2001 needs to be amended to preclude TDs from making 
representations on behalf of constituents to local authorities, local health boards etc. Take 
the TD out of the local equation.  

At the same time we need to devolve more functions to Councillors so they can properly be 
held responsible by the people who elected them, thereby reducing the democratic deficit 



that exists at the local level. A ready example is responsibility for waste management – 
arguably €90 million would not have been wasted on a phantom incinerator in Dublin if the 
local Councillors had had responsibility for it; or, if it had still been wasted, someone would 
be directly accountable for it.  

Following on from these two points, the state needs to employ smarter technology to make 
the interaction between the citizen and the state, be it in relation to passports, medical 
cards etc, far more efficient, so that politicians do not need to become involved in what 
should be a direct process.  

These steps are relatively straightforward. What’s not so simple is removing the last grip of 
the local on the TD’s time, which is the inter-constituency competition and wasteful 
duplication of resources resulting from the multi seat constituency electoral system. This 
might sound radical, but moving to single seat constituencies would actually bring us closer 
to European norms, and there is currently a piece of legislation from Fine Gael TD Brendan 
Griffin which would do this. 

Of course, the TD, now with more space and time to represent his or her constituents in the 
Dáil on legislative matters and other issues of national importance, needs greater power in 
order to fulfil their role as per their constitutional responsibilities (to hold the government 
of the day to account).  

The rigid whip system as it currently stands in Ireland today, unique amongst parliamentary 
democracies in Europe, is undemocratic and leaves us open to accusations of having a 
Potemkin Parliament. ‘Relaxing’ the whip on certain matters will give power back to the 
parliament to act as a true check and balance on government, as it was designed to be, and 
give the individual TD both more rights and more responsibilities over national issues. TDs 
will, in an instant, have records that they will have to personally defend to the electorate. 
None of this stands contrary to a strong Party system, as evidenced by current practices in 
the UK. 

The most basic democratic principle is the right to a free vote; what is the point in voting in 
the Dáil every day if the outcome of the vote is always guaranteed – what is a vote worth if 
it is not free? It is completely at odds with the very purpose of the institution. 

Think for a moment again about the system we inhabited prior to 2008. Politicians, bred of a 
dysfunctional parliament, went on to take executive power, leaving a dysfunctional 
parliament in place to act as its counterweight, and it did not work.  

That system hasn’t changed. Yes we have new and, I would argue, better actors in that 
system now, who have done good things in a short period of time. But unless we redefine 
the purpose of the parliament, and how we elect people to it, nothing will ever really 
change.  

We must confront the world – our parliament, our political system and the people who 
populate it (voters and representatives) – as it is, if we ever hope to convert it in to that 
which we would want it to be. 

 


