





[image: Front Cover of The Secret Life of Leinster House by Gavan Reilly]

















[image: Image]


















To Ciara, Doireann and Bláthnaid, my three favourite people.
















Contents


Cover


Title Page


Dedication


1 Push and pull


2 On the ticket


3 On the trail


4 Finding your feet


5 The rules of the club


6 Passing the time


7 Down the corridor


8 Try it sometime


9 Never at home


10 Getting noticed


11 Did you get The Call?


12 The walnut table


13 Yes, Taoiseach


14 The lobbyists in the lobby


15 The holiest of holies


16 A cast of thousands


17 Seeing around corners


18 Best of enemies


19 Demob happy


Epilogue: Is that all there is?


Glossary


Acknowledgements


Imprint Page


About the Author


About Gill Books


















1


PUSH AND PULL





Much about Leinster House is accidental. Even its use as the primary venue of Irish politics was an accident. When Ireland won independence in 1921, the country had no ready-made venue for its new parliament to sit; the building was rented from the Royal Dublin Society simply so that the octagonal lecture theatre could be repurposed as a seated chamber for Dáil Éireann. Even more accidentally, the building was literally the home of one Irish politician in the past: Leinster House (and Kildare Street) are named after the Fitzgerald family, the Earls of Kildare and later the Dukes of Leinster. While the Fitzgeralds were mostly based in Carton House outside Maynooth, Leinster House was the urban residence they used when the Irish parliament was in session at nearby College Green, in what is now a Bank of Ireland. Its illustrious owners were not convinced about its ability to fire the synapses. ‘Leinster House,’ Lord Edward Fitzgerald once wrote, ‘does not inspire the brightest ideas.’ (The US President John F. Kennedy recited this line, apparently jokingly, when he addressed a joint sitting of the Dáil and Seanad in 1963. The remark having caused some inadvertent upset to his hosts, either Kennedy or his Irish counterpart Eamon de Valera had the sentence clipped from the official videotape of the speech.)


Depending on who you ask, Edward Fitzgerald was either not cut out for politics, or a soothsayer who realised very early that the mansion on Merrion Square was perhaps not the workplace most conducive to the conception of big ideas. For better or worse, however, it is where those ideas are supposed to find their genesis.


‘The first time you get into the Dáil chamber,’ one TD recalls, ‘you’re struck by the shape of it. The ceiling is much taller than you think, but the floor is much flatter, and the furniture is all wooden. The acoustics are woeful: if there’s any kind of murmuring, or heckling, it can actually be really hard to hear someone on the other side of the chamber.


‘Which, in fairness, does make you wonder if we’re really working in the best possible place.’
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Those who enter politics are either pulled, or pushed, into it. While almost all are in the game in pursuit of what they see as the betterment of Ireland, everyone’s path is different. Some feel compelled into the public realm by a sincerely held cause, becoming figureheads for that cause and sent to Leinster House as the ambassador of their movement. Others are motivated by a personal grievance and, in engaging with the system as citizens, find themselves stimulated by learning the structures of systems and where to push for change. Some work for years knocking on doors, running in every available election, ultimately hoping to break the dam and win a seat. Others are approached with an invitation to run.


The paths into politics are many, and merely being of civic mind does not always guarantee getting there. Wanting to enter politics, and actually choosing to pursue a political career, are two very different things.


What makes them do it? The pay might be good, but the job security is woeful, and the working conditions are often punitive. Many are constantly looking over their shoulders wondering when the next election will be, or fretting about the need to fundraise so that there is adequate cash in the bank for the fight whenever it comes. Many with ministries are wondering if they can hang on; many without are wondering if a promotion might ever come their way.


Sometimes, as the author was surprised to learn in the course of interviews for this book, even ministers themselves are yearning for a way out, drained by the job yet terrified of admitting – after climbing so high up the ladder – that they no longer want to be there.


Even some TDs from political families never intended to be there at all. Marc MacSharry of Sligo is the youngest of the six children of Ray MacSharry, who spent a quarter of a century in public life as a TD, minister, tánaiste, MEP and European Commissioner. But if any of the six were to follow their father into political life, it seemed more likely it would be the eldest, Heather Ann, who went into business and became a distinguished figure on several major corporate and financial boards. Marc served on Fianna Fáil’s national youth committee during his college years but never considered it as a full-time profession, in part because Fianna Fáil already held a relatively ‘safe’ seat in Sligo town.


After going into business as a meat exporter, he was eventually pulled into politics when he was approached by Chambers Ireland, the nationwide umbrella group of chambers of commerce. The 2002 Seanad elections were approaching, and the group was entitled to nominate a candidate. MacSharry was chief executive of the chamber of commerce in Sligo town and was asked if he’d consider putting his name forward. Within weeks he’d been elected to the Seanad and went on to spend over two decades in Leinster House as a senator and then TD.


‘Sometimes it pisses you off,’ he says, ‘when you’re listening to this nepotism bullshit that people talk about in politics – nobody hands anybody any seat, ever. And being somebody’s son or nephew can be a liability, believe it or not. So, you know, maybe at a very early age I was saying, “God, I wouldn’t mind doing what my dad is doing,” or whatever, but that’s not the way the career went. So it happened sort of organically, and almost by accident.’


Not everyone would share MacSharry’s view that a family history in politics is a liability. Name recognition for politicians is an enormous asset; most are of the belief that simply having the reputation of being ‘a long-standing public rep in this area’ is an inherent boost when the next election comes around. If someone has been a TD for ages, their supposition goes, a passive voter must conclude that they have been continually doing a good enough job. Having a family link to a previous office-holder, by extension, allows a new candidate to campaign with the aura of carrying the torch and the presumption that they have learned the trade at their older relative’s knee.


MacSharry’s own approach to politics may have been coloured by having seen the pressures placed on his own father. The highest offices had little lustre when Marc had grown up behind the scenes. Politics and politicians were so scarcely resourced at the time that TDs simply didn’t have a budget to open separate constituency offices and did almost all the work from home. ‘I remember clinics on a Saturday: all day Saturday, you’d have two or three hundred people queuing to see the auld fella with whatever issues that there may have been. One of my older siblings would be getting twenty pence to sit inside the front door of the house reading a book, so that they could open the door every time it rang and show people in – making people sit into one room where he was seeing people in the other.’


Nor is he convinced that, despite what many people say, politics today is any more inhospitable than in his father’s day. ‘This is a tough business, as is the retail business, as is the hospitality business, where hostility and abuse flow. Now, death threats and all of those things? Of course, we should be condemning them. But I do feel the difficulty of political business at the moment’ – threats to politicians’ personal safety, or the intensity of criticism that can be directed at them – ‘is overstated.’


The reward, in MacSharry’s eyes, is simply being able to improve things: to secure better infrastructure, to bring more visitors, to pursue big ideas to fruition.
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Others are born nowhere near such dynastic backgrounds. Fine Gael’s Noel Rock was raised in a troubled part of Finglas with plenty of social difficulty and was attracted to participative politics by realising that only national action could make meaningful inroads into urban disadvantage in areas like the one where he grew up. ‘For all its flaws – and there are many – it’s still the most practical way to make a real difference to your community and the only way to make a real difference to legislation,’ he says. ‘Having seen it from many perspectives, while there are better-paid ways to work on policy outside of politics, you will always ultimately have to engage with the political system and the systems of governance. Representative politics is where you have to be if your goal is to bring about positive change.’ This meant getting involved in Young Fine Gael during his time studying in DCU, running for Dublin City Council for the first time aged 21, and working diligently to build up the party’s presence in working-class areas that had not traditionally supported a mercantile, pro-enterprise party like Fine Gael. Eventually he secured a council seat in 2014, and a Dáil seat in 2016 – the first time in 20 years that Fine Gael took a seat in Dublin North-West. Politics for him was not an accidental pursuit: nobody came knocking on his door inviting him to take a seat. Winning over enough voters to get elected was the work of almost a decade.


His party colleague Brendan Griffin grew up in a household that had a keen interest in public affairs, but no major political loyalty. ‘I was the ten-year-old watching Today Tonight,’ he recalls, referring to the forerunner of RTÉ’s modern-day Prime Time. The family simply followed the news, and the events of the day, more keenly than others. ‘I’d be watching Dempsey’s Den and my father would come in looking to switch over to the news. If you wanted to see Home and Away, you’d have to get out the portable TV.’


Griffin became more politically partisan by joining Young Fine Gael during his time studying in NUI Galway and made his first outing for the party on an unsuccessful attempt at a council seat in Dingle in the 2004 local elections. He recalls writing to Leo Varadkar, who had endured a similar defeat in 1999 but won the country’s highest first-preference vote in 2004, and receiving a comprehensive email (‘at some crazy hour of the night’) encouraging him to remain optimistic and ambitious. (Varadkar, too, had had to work hard at building his reputation with his local electorate.) Reinvigorated, Griffin took on a role as Fine Gael’s ‘local area representative’ – a manufactured title involving no public office, a ‘fake it ’til you make it’ pseudo-councillor role, as an elongated audition for the real thing – trying to drum up name recognition and potential voters.


The first attraction of public office, he says, was the notion that even small victories could have massive impact. As a member of a community group he would regularly go litter-picking, becoming recognisable to older parishioners. One approached him outside the local shop, wondering if someone could try to install a streetlight outside the church, as it would often be worryingly dark after Saturday evening vigil Masses. ‘And I’d organically say, “You know, I’ll get onto the council about that and see what they do for me.” And I’d end up writing letters as Joe Public, you know, and it would snowball from there.’


The letters would often go unanswered, which Griffin simply put down to being a random member of the public. ‘You’d have to be a councillor, right? And you’d see the councillors’ newsletters, and they’d claim to have done this, that and the other thing, and there am I, thinking, okay, the only way to get these things done is actually be in public office.’


The second motivation was anger: Griffin was running a pub in Castlemaine favoured by younger workers and could see takings sink week on week as more and more people fell out of work in the torrid years of 2009 and 2010. As a 28-year-old, he felt the anger of his generation more acutely than others, and channelled that frustration into the 2011 election bid. That energy carried Griffin to a somewhat unlikely win, unseating his party colleague Tom Sheahan in the three-seat constituency.
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Griffin’s story has parallels with that of Duncan Smith, a two-term Labour TD in Fingal. While his household was also one where the news was closely followed, there was no history of party political action. He was in the process of completing a doctorate at DCU, working in a call centre at weekends for a few extra quid, and he had just bought a house in Swords with his now-wife. A month later, the fall of the American financial services company Lehman Brothers prompted an international economic collapse.


‘I just felt so vulnerable and angry. I felt that right at the moment where you feel that life is going to have a lot of possibilities, and you’ve done everything – you’ve done your school, you’ve gone to your college, you’ve got your work, you’re developing your careers – and the rug is pulled out, and within months, you had massive job losses. Loads of my friends emigrated. The whole shebang.’


The resulting cutbacks also meant fewer roles in academia so that, even had Smith completed his doctorate, there would have been little prospect of being able to pursue a career as a lecturer.


‘So I was really angry. And then, my dad said, “Look, why don’t you just want to actually join a political party?” He literally said it like, “Don’t be on the barstool or at the kitchen table talking about it at home. Go and do something.”’


Becoming involved in the residents’ association saw him introduced to then-senator Brendan Ryan, who was impressed with both Smith’s passion and his organisational capability. Ryan invited Smith to run his general election campaign in Dublin North, an offer Smith was happy to accept. As it had become obvious that cutbacks would hamper his original plan of a career in academia, Smith then became Ryan’s parliamentary assistant in Leinster House.


It is only with the benefit of hindsight that Smith is able to see how politically interested he had always been, without ever thinking of channelling it into a full-time pursuit. ‘I was always involved in the Glencree Centre for Peace and Reconciliation, or part of cultural exchanges, and debating and stuff. A friend of mine put it through that I was probably always preparing for the job, and for public service, without actually realising I was doing it. Once I got involved, I felt that this is where I was meant to be.’


Smith pauses. ‘That sounds massively corny.’


Leinster House might have been where Smith was meant to be, but electoral success was still something that had to be cultivated.
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Tales like this are common. A householder needs help sorting out a medical appointment, or a social welfare payment, and is helped by a kind TD who then recruits them as a party supporter. A house burns down, and the local councillor helps the unfortunate family to get back on their feet. A senator shows up at a college debate and says something that lights a spark in an impressionable student. A bright new graduate is self-aware enough to realise how their education opened doors for them and wants to share that opportunity with others. A would-be taoiseach with an autistic sibling starts agitating local representatives for better services and ends up taking on the fight themselves.


Sometimes the ideals are plain. Louise O’Reilly of Sinn Féin was born a Dubliner and developed an interest in industrial relations partly because of her father’s own trade unionism, and her mother having to give up her pensionable job in the Revenue Commissioners due to the ‘marriage bar’ that forbade married women from working in the public service. The loss of that job, O’Reilly says, stimulated her mother’s interest in making sure her two daughters always made financial provision for their futures. But while many in the trade union movement would have gravitated to the Labour Party – and O’Reilly’s own father was a longtime appointee to Labour’s administrative council, though he never actually joined the party officially – O’Reilly’s political outlook was more immediately sculpted by the 10 years of her childhood spent living in Dundalk.


‘My mother would say I was a republican from the age of five. We’d be going over the border, and I’d be like, “It doesn’t make any sense!” My mam had a sterling purse and a punt purse, and we would have gone swimming in Newry on a Saturday morning. So even as we were kids, I grew up a republican.’
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And sometimes, elsewhere close to the border, politics just falls into someone’s lap: rather than someone spending years running for office and eventually pushing their way in, the profession finds a way of pulling in new blood.


The end of the ‘dual mandate’ from 2004, which meant TDs could no longer also hold seats on their county or city councils, created dozens of vacancies in 2003. Many full-timers in Leinster House were giving up seats on local authorities and allowing their replacements to learn the ropes before contesting the 2004 local elections themselves. One such TD was Fine Gael’s Seymour Crawford, who had to leave his spot on Monaghan County Council. Among the party’s local membership there was nobody appropriate or available to be co-opted to the vacancy. One outsider suggested was Bert Stewart, a well-known figure in the local branch of the Irish Farmers’ Association. Another was Bert’s sister, the local credit union manager Heather Humphreys.


Crawford went to visit both, and reached a fork in the road in approaching the two houses. His chaperone directing him said: ‘Left for Bert, right for Heather.’ In Humphreys’ retelling of the story, Crawford remarked, ‘Oh, they’re looking for women, I’ll try her first.’


‘He came to me, and he explained to me what it was, and he said, “I need to know tomorrow, by two o’clock. There’s a convention on, and the nominations are closing.” I had to go to my employers and ask them, was that okay? And in fairness, the credit union [staff] were all volunteers themselves, so they didn’t mind.’


So began Humphreys’ political career: being drafted in as a formal member of a party for whom she was already sympathetic, she contested the convention, and took Crawford’s seat for the remainder of that term. ‘I remember at first, starting to think, “Oh my goodness, what have you got yourself into?”


‘But I always said, “Look, I’m getting an opportunity here to do something to make a difference. What right have I to stand up and give out about everybody, if I don’t take this chance? This is an actual chance for me to do something, and make a difference in decision-making at local level.” So I did it.’


Eleven years after that fateful fork in the road, Humphreys had found her way into cabinet. Someone who hadn’t been a member of a political party was now a member of the Government of Ireland.


‘The credit union was a great grounding for any kind of politics, because you’re dealing with people,’ she says. ‘You’re dealing with real people, real problems, and trying to sort out issues for them. You could give them the money they needed to get them out of some difficulty, or help them do something – maybe buy a car to get them to work – or loads of little things. You always felt you were making a difference to them.’


It was no harm that before the credit union, she had worked in more traditional retail banking for Ulster Bank, where she had received formal training on dealing with difficult customers. No matter what a politician’s party affiliation or loyalty, there will always be a fair share of difficult customers to deal with.
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ON THE TICKET





It is a big night in a bustling hotel. A general election is on the way, and party members are gathering for the constituency convention. Tonight, they will choose who goes forward to contest the general election for their party.


There is The Favourite: the local standard-bearer has already come close to landing a seat in Dáil Éireann, and though they haven’t gotten over the line in their previous attempts, there is a sense that they are the locale’s hardest worker, strongest candidate, and prospect with the greatest name recognition.


There is also The Challenger, but this challenger is neither terribly well known nor loved. They are respected, but not seen as a serious opponent to the frontrunner. They are unlikely to get the nod this time around, but nonetheless will put up a good show, planting a flag and strengthening a claim to be given another tilt in the years to come.


Piquing the interest of the local diehards as they file into the hotel is the presence of some relative strangers. Some people have shown up to the convention who have never darkened the door of a party event before. None of the top brass appear to know who these people are, and these strangers keep largely to themselves. This is curious, but not a major point of concern: as in most major parties, people may only vote at a convention if they have been paid-up members of the local branch for a few consecutive years. It is a level of pragmatic entryism: the principle of the rule is that nobody should be allowed to just show up and vote unless they have proven some commitment to the party. The presence of these strangers is therefore not seen as significant or in any way germane.


This is exactly how The Challenger wants it. The Favourite doesn’t know it, but they have sleepwalked into an ambush.


The Strangers might never have attended a meeting before, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t long-standing members. Quietly, The Challenger has signed up legions of new members to the party branch – in cahoots with the party official who looks after the membership logs, who is also a supporter of The Challenger. Their presence in the books has been kept as a watertight secret until the moment of truth.


Not only that, but The Strangers are fully paid-up members too. They haven’t even paid their membership fees out of their own pockets: some of The Challenger’s other supporters have adopted the role of de facto benefactors, and have covered the membership fee on behalf of these fleeting visitors. But none of this matters: they’re on the membership roll, their fees have been paid, and there’s no way to stop them from voting. The Strangers have little interest in the politics of this or any party and are merely repaying previous favours to various other supporters of The Challenger.


The stealthy masterplan has come to fruition. When the time comes and the vote is called, they dutifully raise their hands, back The Challenger, and slip back into the night. No speeches are needed, no explanations are offered. They have done what they came to do: to audaciously sweep the convention in favour of The Challenger. And nobody – least of all The Favourite, who is stunned into seething silence – saw it coming.


After all, the first rule of politics is irrefutable: learn to count.
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This is a true story: the identities of those involved have been obscured only because nobody involved will speak on the record. Political anoraks and Leinster House habitués may be able to figure out who The Challenger is; however, they may not, because it’s possible that the same strategy has been pursued by plenty of others. Depending on one’s view, this is not a bug in the system, but rather a feature: if decisions are made by those who show up, simply make sure you produce enough eligible voters.


There is a golden rule of party conventions: if a candidate is unsure of their prospects, they are going to lose. Nobody should enter a room pinning their chances on blind hope, unable to predict how many votes will fall their way. Politics is a ruthless business: if you don’t lock down a vote, someone else will – and a candidate who can’t lock down the support of their own party colleagues will be seen as a pushover when it comes to knocking on doors and winning the support of total strangers.


A crowded field of candidates is good for a party looking to portray vibrance and vigour: a general election convention where three or four councillors want to run for the Dáil, and then all agree to get behind the singular winner, is a healthy process for an energised party. But not every field is crowded: sometimes it’s three candidates running for two spots on the ballot paper, or two looking for one, raising the prospect of the branch being left divided and unable to reconcile itself with the outcome.


Sometimes this can be overcome by quiet whispers of assurance to the loser: don’t worry, headquarters will wait a few months and then add you to the ticket anyway – the winner wins and gets a head start on the formal campaign, but the loser doesn’t really lose. On other occasions the advice is more blunt: pull out now and save everyone the embarrassment of a fight you can’t win. Make the party look good, and your time might come later. Makes us look bad and you’re dead to us.


Contested conventions, one senator quips, are ‘a hoor of a thing’ to manage. The best-case scenario is that the loser performs well enough so as not to discredit themselves, but not so well as to inflict damage on the winner. A tricky situation to manage – and one which parties will often try to centrally control – is a race where the nominees include an incumbent TD (or, even worse, a sitting minister). In most cases, the incumbent should remain popular enough within their own organisation to sail through unimpeded. But there are occasions when a minister is not the flavour of the month with their party colleagues, and when other members – especially those whose own rise through the ranks was stalled by the presence of a newcomer – could pose a real danger. Running both candidates, simply to avoid a contested convention, might merely defer the same split in the ranks and project it onto a national stage. Worst-case scenario, you could have both candidates marginally short of election.


‘There is always leakage,’ says the senator. ‘People think you’ll always get the same percentage of the vote. You don’t. Your extra candidate from the north might pick up a few more votes, but they just don’t transfer fully back.’


This is a reference to Ireland’s electoral system, where voters rank candidates in the order of their preference. In traditional thinking, a voter who gives their first preference to a candidate from a specific party might give their second preference to another candidate from the same fold. Once a candidate is assured of election, any surplus votes are redistributed to the candidates who received the number two votes on those ballot papers, and so on. If the preferred candidate is eliminated, every single ballot paper carrying their name is redistributed to the candidate with the next-highest preference beside their name.


The problem identified by the senator is that not every voter who backs the new candidate will give the second-preference vote to their established running mate. ‘The candidate from the south might be depending on the same votes that the fella in the north has just got, and which don’t transfer back. And if the fella from the south was running by himself, he would have got most of them anyway.’


A more exotic prospect arises when the convention has been told to choose only one candidate, and the sitting TD is not guaranteed of victory. This is a scenario riven with danger for all concerned. Defeat the TD, and that deputy becomes a lame duck for the rest of the term, demoralised and probably furious. Defeat a sitting minister, and the entire government is destabilised: how can someone contend to help run the country when even their own party wants rid of them? The pressure on The Challenger to pull out and save the blushes of the government as a whole can be immense. There may be promises of favouritism when it comes to choosing preferred candidates for the Seanad election that will follow the general. Such promises are not always easily delivered.


Irrespective of how the convention may go, or how many candidates might be featured in an optimal strategy, there is always a possibility of a last-minute addition. The introduction of gender quotas meant that for the 2016 and 2020 elections, parties would risk the loss of state funding if fewer than 30 per cent of their candidates nationwide were female. From 2024, that quota rose to 40 per cent. Given the bias at conventions towards sticking with incumbent TDs, parties are often left parachuting additional female candidates into some constituencies – an act which might redress a national imbalance but create a local one. Some last-minute candidates are at least self-aware enough to appreciate their fate, recognising they are there as geographical sweepers, gaining a few votes that might transfer to their better-established running mates. Others are less analytical and will throw themselves into a campaign hoping to maximise their own vote, both for the election at hand and for elections to come, irrespective of the cost to their stablemates.


An illustration of how much chicanery is involved in this comes from Dublin Bay South, a traditional Fine Gael heartland. That party was so aggrieved at the resignation of Lucinda Creighton in 2013 – and especially angered by her foundation of a brand-new party, Renua – that it went in hammer and tongs behind a new candidate, Kate O’Connell, who snatched the seat in 2016. O’Connell and her constituency colleague Eoghan Murphy were uneasy bedfellows, becoming particularly embittered during Fine Gael’s leadership contest of 2017, when Murphy served as Leo Varadkar’s campaign manager while O’Connell vocally supported his rival Simon Coveney.


The tide went out on Fine Gael in 2020, with O’Connell losing the seat and Murphy just about hanging on after a bruising period as minister for housing. However, the latter was so jaded from his stint in cabinet that he resigned his seat entirely only a year later. By then, O’Connell was so out of favour with Varadkar that she sat out the by-election, leaving James Geoghegan – more favoured by the party leader despite his own past association with Creighton and Renua – to run and finish second. Geoghegan was then selected to run in 2024, but rather than accept an olive branch from Simon Harris to rejoin the ticket, O’Connell announced to the Sunday Independent she would instead run as an independent. Fine Gael responded by pointedly adding another candidate of its own, Emma Blain, within hours of O’Connell’s interview hitting the stands – all, ironically, to the apparent detriment of Geoghegan, who had publicly asked the party to stick to a one-candidate strategy in an effort to win back its long-held seat. Where Geoghegan had wanted to be the only candidate seeking support from Fine Gael-minded voters, now there were three. In the end, Geoghegan prevailed, and both women missed out.
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The worst-case scenario might be where one contestant narrowly misses out, but is so determined to become a TD that they leave the party entirely. This is relatively common: Irish political history is littered with independent candidates who became electoral heavyweights simply because they were overlooked for candidacy within the party and decided to go it alone instead.


Every election features candidates who have fallen out of favour with headquarters, and who then pose problems on the double. Firstly, they split the vote: if the party has already judged that a one-candidate strategy is the best to maximise their hopes, the addition of a second like-minded candidate competing for the same votes is bad news electorally. Secondly, they split the organisation: if a critical mass of the local support follows the jilted candidate out the door, the remainder of the party can be left hollowed out, handicapped not just for the election at hand but for a generation to come.


The Healy-Rae dynasty in Kerry is perhaps the most famous example. Having directed 10 different contests – local elections, general elections, and even Dáil by-elections – for Fianna Fáil across the 1970s, ’80s and ’90s, as well as representing the party on Kerry County Council, Jackie Healy-Rae was overlooked to contest the 1997 general election for Kerry South. Initially expecting to be added to the ticket by party headquarters, he realised no such overture was forthcoming, so he called it quits. He ran under the unofficial banner of ‘Independent Fianna Fáil’, won – defeating one of the two Fianna Fáilers who had prevailed at the convention – and ended up becoming so integral to the next Dáil that his vote was crucial in ensuring the installation of a Fianna Fáil-led government, at the cost of exceptional investment in his southern bailiwick. Jackie’s influence, demonstrably, ended up being much greater outside the party than within it. Nowadays, two of Jackie’s sons are TDs – one of them a minister of state – and three of his grandchildren are county councillors, all of them poll-toppers, all of them running as independents. Fianna Fáil can only envy the electoral machine the family has become, and lament what was foregone by the failure to keep a savvy operator satisfied.
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ON THE TRAIL





Most who have already come through a contested convention have proven their ability to manage their numbers, so the next step is to apply the same expertise to the electorate as a whole. For this, they need to milk a resource not commonly available to the public at large: the tallies.


Tallies are sometimes misunderstood by the public as a preliminary breed of election result. Rather, they are an unofficial calculation of the result, conducted by volunteers for political parties, entirely separately to the actual official counting of votes by returning officers and their teams. The tally – which merely entails standing over the ballot papers as they are removed from the ballot box, and taking notes of the first-preference candidate on each one – is conducted for two reasons. Firstly, it gives advance insight into the election outcome – is the candidate already destined for defeat? Should they bother attending the count themselves at all? Or is the candidate looking good, and can they start to think about preparing for office? After weeks of party members pounding pavements and begging for votes, with little tangible insight on how the race is going, early scraps of info are manna.


The second and more potent outcome is the extra insight that can be gleaned from the votes in each ballot box. Ahead of every election, the local returning officer will publish a ‘polling scheme’, listing the number of individual ballot boxes in the constituency, the polling stations those boxes will be based in, and the ‘electoral divisions’ that vote in each one. This allows knowledgeable candidates to identify exactly which boxes correspond with certain areas – and experienced insiders can quickly glean useful expertise about where their votes are literally coming from. All of the votes from one housing estate, for example, might all be in the same ballot box, and so a healthy return of first-preference votes illustrates that the residents there are happy with whatever it is the local candidate is offering.


This information is then recycled not just for the next election, but also for the time in between: if these voters are the ones who got you elected last time, it is only prudent to keep knocking on their doors and offering your services, so that they see you as a devoted representative when the next election comes. On a similar note, knowledge of previous tallies can identify scope for improvement: a candidate whose seat is on the line will not only double down on their existing voters, but tactically expand their operation to poach support from those who voted for similar opponents. Perhaps last time those voters gave the candidate their second preference; perhaps next time they might give them their number one.


This insight can be refined even further by bigger parties, if they have spare personnel on the day of elections to act as ‘personation agents’. On the face of it, this allows parties and other registered interests to place someone in the polling station all day, taking note of those who present themselves to vote, and theoretically making sure that nobody receives a ballot paper under false pretences.


As an aside: this hasn’t always been the case. Older campaigners will admit to canvassing at urban doors on the days of elections, taking note of houses with piles of unclaimed polling cards from former tenants, checking the register of electors and guessing which voters were no longer resident. A plucky party acolyte might then show up, claiming the abandoned identity and hoping to vote incognito. Some canvassers would even ask the resident if they could step into the front hall of the house, out of the wind or rain, and try to collect the disused polling cards in doing so. The personation agent at the station, if affiliated to the same party, would turn a blind eye and facilitate the very practice they were nominally there to prevent. Polling clerks now work in pairs for the entirety of polling day, from 7 a.m. to 10 p.m., as a human screen to prevent people showing up to vote multiple times using different identities, at least in the same ballot box.


The more practical reason personation agents are there is to ensure a party has its own record of exactly who showed up to vote. An estate with 200 homes could potentially have 500 or more registered voters, but a well-informed canvassing team can use these records to at least figure out which households did not vote at all, and therefore which ones were more likely to have yielded a vote for their candidate. Knocking on doors can be made more efficient as a result.


For much of the twentieth century, before housing estates became so plentiful and Ireland’s population began rising so quickly, expert tallymen were so infinitely familiar with their local turf that it was sometimes possible to identify the swing voters almost by name. The three general elections held within an 18-month window across 1981 and 1982 yielded three successive sets of tallies for areas where the population was almost completely unchanged. Comparison of each tally, and analysis of the records of who actually voted, made it much more possible to find the crucial voter who had switched allegiance between Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael during the titanic battles of Charles Haughey and Garret FitzGerald. Armed with this granular insight, local party hacks could then look to engineer a chance social encounter between the swing voter and the local deputy, or a visiting minister, or even the taoiseach himself. One strategic handshake and a hospitable smile could be enough to turn the swing voter into a loyalist.


Although political parties tend to co-operate in compiling tallies at election counts, the actual data harvested is not commonly made public. At best, tally teams might now use live online spreadsheets, which can be copied and scrutinised later by a keen observer who knows where to look. But this art is so well refined by its practitioners, and so commonly underappreciated by political novices, that it gives established politicians a massive head start in an election campaign. Little buoys the heart of a politician scrambling for a seat more than the sight of a naïve challenger knocking on a door bidding for votes that are almost certainly not there to be won.
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The most disciplined canvassing is less of a sociological study and more of a data-driven marketing campaign. In its heyday, Fianna Fáil’s ultimate calling card was its ability to marshal enormous numbers of canvassers on urban streets on brighter summer evenings, taking meticulous note of the local concerns and quantifying the data at the end of the night. It is commonly believed that Bertie Ahern tended to stick with summer elections, and election canvassing during the brightest evenings of May and June, simply because his party was better at retail politics than anyone else.


Astute analysis of the data will yield important insights into the biggest issues, and the possible votes to be won by offering possible solutions. If there are enough bodies, there are also economies of scale – the candidate themselves might only spend a few seconds at each doorstep introducing themselves, while a volunteer then picks up the task of explaining their priorities. The candidate, more of a travelling salesman, can then be summoned to clinch any vote that appears to be up for grabs. Do this multiple times and a positive enough seed is planted that the candidate should become almost irresistible.


‘The best analogy I’ve heard for canvassing is that it’s the offline version of the very targeted ads you get online,’ says one canvasser. ‘You know how, if you go browsing for something like a soccer jersey, you then see ads for those jerseys everywhere you go? That’s how the best canvassing should be – someone tells you their concern, and on a follow-up visit, you should be absolutely clinical about bringing it up again.’


For this reason, the best canvassing is often done in the months before an election. By the time the campaign has been called, especially in built-up urban areas of city constituencies, it may be common to bump into rival teams that are working the same street – and if canvassing is already seen as an inconvenience to the householder, woe betide the team that knocks on the door of a frazzled parent who has already been disrupted once in the middle of the children’s dinner time. Those who are committed enough to do so, and have the resources and time to put in, find they are better served by meeting households well in advance of the starting gun being formally fired. Gary Gannon has found that in the post-Covid era, Friday afternoons can be an excellent time to knock on doors: there’s likely to be a higher proportion of people working from home, but their concentration on work is waning and they’re likely to welcome some respite – even if it’s a politician checking in on them or trying to butter them up for a vote.


Advance canvassing also allows for the possibility of some freelance fixing, a sort of dress rehearsal for the part of an elected politician. One seasoned politician tells newcomers, especially those running for the council, to ask householders what they’d like sorted and to try to do it even before getting into the job. Most level-headed voters might merely expect the candidate to promise action if and when they actually get the job – ‘vote for me and I’ll sort it out’. More enterprising candidates are encouraged to go a step further, ringing up the county council in the guise of a local resident, voicing the concern and suggesting a possible solution. They might then be able to go back to the same household, closer to the time of the election, and tell them conclusively that they have already got the ball rolling on addressing the big problem.


For those struggling to understand that suggestion, the veteran even offers a template for a canvasser’s conversation:


‘“Hello there, sorry to bother you. My name is Blank and I’m going to be a candidate in the general election in a few months. Do you have a minute to talk?”


‘“Yes, nice to meet you. Jaysus, you’re out early …”


‘“Ah, you know yourself, no harm in trying to get a head start! Every vote is going to count! Can I ask what you are finding as the biggest issues for you at the minute?”


‘“Actually, to be honest, the biggest one I can think of at the minute is the traffic locally. Since they finished the new estate up the road, there is loads more traffic trying to get onto the main road and it’s difficult to get out of here.”


‘Then you go to the next house. Same routine. “What are you finding as the biggest issues?”


‘“Oh, the cost of childcare. It’s outrageous. It took us ages to find a crèche for our twins and the cost of it is higher than the mortgage.”


‘This is a harder issue to tackle because, as merely an aspiring TD, you can’t promise to sort it. The best thing you can do is try to talk about what your national spokesperson is doing on that issue, and if you’re an independent you can’t even do that.


‘So you give a holding response: “I completely agree, it’s definitely an enormous issue, and I promise to fight tooth and nail for more spaces and more subsidies if I’m elected. By any chance, how are you finding the traffic around here at morning time?”


‘“Oh, it’s poxy. Absolutely cat. It’s backed up all the way to the middle of the estate now, since the new development opened.”


‘So you go away and ring the council, and ask how best to make an approach to the county engineer. You tell them that traffic is building up at this junction, and that maybe they should consider installing traffic lights, or putting a yellow box on the road, so that the people in the estate still have a way of cutting through the traffic. You could try to pull a fast one and use the language that suggests you’re actually a resident.


‘But if you have any luck getting hold of the right people, then you have an ace up your sleeve for the next time you are canvassing, probably closer to election time. “Hello again! I don’t know if you remember, I was here talking to you a few months ago about running for the election – you mentioned you were having serious trouble with the traffic here in the estate? I have brought it to the county engineer who says he is looking at the feasibility of putting in traffic lights, so that there might be a gap in the traffic for you to still get out during the morning commute.”


‘“Really? Oh, God, that would be great. It’s getting so hard to have the twins in the crèche on time, that would be a huge help. Super stuff!”


‘“Well, glad I could be of service – I will leave you with my flyer, I would really appreciate your vote.”


‘“No bother at all, fair play to you, great stuff.”


‘Mission accomplished,’ the veteran concludes, smiling at the thought of a vote well won.
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The result of the 2020 election, with three parties winning roughly equal numbers of seats, meant that the resulting Dáil had very few constituencies with two incumbents from the same party. Consequently the election of 2024 had precious few examples of running mates fighting tooth and nail against each other for the final seats in their shared constituencies. But little sets hair flying more than the internecine war between two candidates on the same ticket, who believe that only one has any prospect of squeezing in.


‘It was the first time I ever heard the phrase “piss and vinegar”,’ says one former TD who has seen two constituency colleagues taking lumps out of each other. ‘And I’ve never heard a phrase more appropriate. They are brutal.’


Such contests can easily arise. With constituencies being designed as they are, with county boundaries given primacy in how the borders are drawn up, it’s almost always the case that a constituency will have multiple large towns or conurbations. Elections in Louth always have the subplot of amounting to internal races around Dundalk and Drogheda. The election then becomes an arms race: if any party runs candidates from either town, so must everyone else, even if only one can win.


But which one? Both candidates will hope to be the last one standing, outpolling the other so that when the lower finisher is eliminated, the lion’s share of their votes will transfer to their party colleague and propel them back to Leinster House. It might take an extraordinary turn of events to see both winning. Hence, the rivalry between them can be equally extraordinary in scale.


This animosity can sometimes be overblown, one party official believes, given some constituencies incorporate two full counties. In these examples (like Cavan–Monaghan or Carlow–Kilkenny) there is little or no reason for candidates to cross the county boundary because voters will always prefer their local candidate. But, the same official acknowledges, in physically smaller constituencies the contest can be especially vicious. ‘When you are running against another party the priorities are straightforward – make sure you get as much media exposure as possible, the best locations for your election posters, that sort of thing. But if you have more than one candidate, you have party headquarters trying to decide which one takes up an invitation for a radio debate, and even if you try to spread the opportunities, one of them will end up pissed off.’


It is rare that such an election goes by where two running mates don’t fall into dispute about the internal partitioning of the constituency. Headquarters may draw a line across a tactical divide, splitting the constituency in the mould of King Solomon. This is ostensibly intended to make sure each candidate has the opportunity to maximise their own first-preference vote, but inevitably results in more grievances about the territory allocated, and paranoia in each candidate that HQ is stifling them in favour of the other. Even when the dividing line is grudgingly accepted, there will often be disputes about sightings of one candidate’s canvass team or ‘vote number 1’ posters inside the territory allotted to the other. Policing the placing of posters is becoming harder in some areas: candidates in constituencies bordering Dublin or Cork cities will sometimes place posters along the main commuter roads to draw the attention of bored motorists. If it’s okay to place a poster for a candidate in (say) Meath East on the M3 in Dublin West, it’s harder to take issue with a poster being in the ‘wrong’ end of the correct constituency.


The most infamous example of intra-party warfare came in 2007, when Bertie Ahern was leading the charge for a third term in office. Fianna Fáil already held two seats of the three in Dublin Central, but a fourth was being added and Ahern was determined to reinforce his control. The party decided that a three-candidate strategy was its best bet, seeking to maximise geographical spread across the expanded constituency. Ahern was joined on the ticket by Mary Fitzpatrick, daughter of his retiring running mate Dermot, and Cyprian Brady, who had run his constituency office. Sensing that Ahern would have more than enough first-preference votes of his own, Fitzpatrick circulated a flyer on the night before polling inviting would-be Bertie supporters to lend her their first-preference votes instead. Furious at this perceived slight on the incumbent taoiseach, Ahern’s team delivered 30,000 leaflets on the morning of the vote, explicitly asking Bertie voters to stick with him for their first-preference votes, and to give their second preferences to Brady. Fitzpatrick, in this scenario, would be the third preference.


Fitzpatrick’s original assessment was vindicated when the votes were counted: Fianna Fáil had won 44 per cent of the vote, more than enough to secure two of the four seats, but Ahern had taken 37 per cent of it all by himself. With only 20 per cent needed for the ‘quota’ that guarantees a seat, the surplus 17 per cent was distributed … and benefited Brady over Fitzpatrick by a ratio of two to one. Out of almost 35,000 votes cast, Brady had won only 939 first-preference votes out of almost 35,000, but leapfrogged Fitzpatrick thanks to the handsome surplus votes of his party leader. Fitzpatrick’s own eventual elimination resulted in the remaining Fianna Fáil vote snowballing to Brady and ensuring his eventual success. Only one TD in history had ever been elected with fewer first preferences.


Fitzpatrick would accuse Ahern of shafting her; Ahern’s stalwarts responded that she had fired the first shot by trying to claim some of the taoiseach’s enormous personal vote for herself. Their grievance may have been legitimate, but the excuse was imperfect: Ahern’s leaflet was so professionally designed and extensively circulated that it was unlikely to have been a last-minute idea. Nonetheless, Brady got his term in Dáil Éireann; Fitzpatrick ran in four subsequent elections but has yet to make it as a TD.


Examples of collegial running mates are so rare as to almost be immediately identifiable. One is the pair of Sinn Féin TDs in Dublin Mid-West, Eoin Ó Broin and Mark Ward. Ward entered the Dáil in November 2019 in a by-election, to fill the seat left behind by MEP Frances Fitzgerald. Sinn Féin’s victory on the day was somewhat unexpected, and a harbinger for the party’s success in the general election to come – but the challenge was then how to retain both seats in a competitive four-seater when the general election followed, three months later. The best solution, Ó Broin found, was to go one step further than merely dividing up the constituency between them: it was actually knocking on doors as a duo, and having one candidate ask voters, to their faces, to give their first-preference vote to the other.


The system worked: buoyed by the overall rise of the Sinn Féin tide nationwide, the party confounded conventional expectations to retain both seats. So well managed was their vote that it even benefited others: People Before Profit’s Gino Kenny retained the final seat, in no small part because of how expertly Sinn Féin had corralled its own supporters, with Ó Broin having a healthy surplus that not only sealed Ward’s seat but left enough of a spillover to help other left-wing candidates too.
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Innocent candidates can often think that by polling day, there is simply nothing else to be done. When the votes have been cast, what more can we do? This is, in fairness, mostly true: naturally, once the public has voted there is scant more that can be done to influence the race – except, where the circumstances permit, to challenge the validity of the occasional ballot.


As votes are processed and sorted in count centres, disputes will occasionally be raised about the provenance of some ballots. Some will be missing the official stamp from the returning officer. This is almost always a simple clerical oversight, a polling clerk forgetting to put the imprint onto the ballot, which unfortunately renders that vote null.


Then there are ballot papers which have an additional message from the voter – some kind of slogan or political view expressed instead of, or in addition to, the numbers beside each candidate’s name. These also result in a vote being considered as spoiled: distinguishable handwriting of any sort on a ballot paper is considered sufficient to make the voter identifiable, no matter how unlikely that is in practice, and for the overall secrecy of the ballot to be compromised.


Campaign teams will occasionally challenge this principle anyway: in 2019 there were 12 candidates contesting the local elections in Ballyfermot–Drimnagh, leaving 12 boxes in which voters would express their preferences for each candidate. One voter, presumably not native to Ballyfermot, used those 12 boxes to write the message ‘M-A-Y-O-4-S-A-M-2-0-1-9’. This prompted some admittedly brief discussion as to whether the vote should be declared valid, as one candidate had the figure ‘1’ – from ‘2-0-1-9’ – inscribed beside their name. This argument was, eventually, as successful as Mayo’s challenge for Sam Maguire that year: the westerners lost to Dublin in the All-Ireland semi-final. (A similar challenge arose in the UK, which uses a non-numerical ‘first past the post’ system, where a voter described every candidate on their ballot as ‘wank’, with the exception of one candidate, whose box was inscribed with the words ‘not wank’. The campaign team of that candidate claimed, eventually unsuccessfully, that this should be considered as a legitimate indication of preference.)
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