[bookmark: _GoBack]First of all, may I send the apologies of the President of the Irish Economic and Social Council, Mr Martin Fraser; and the apologies of the Secretary General of the Irish Economic and Social Council, Dr Rory O’Donnell.  Unfortunately neither of them is able to attend today, but both send their best wishes, both to colleagues here today, and for the discussions we are having.
The Irish National Economic and Social Council, which we call NESC for short, is now working on a number of issues which are very relevant to the Future of Europe. For example, we are working on three projects looking at governance to help make the transition to a low carbon society, which will address one topic of interest for Europe’s future, which is climate change.  
The first of these three climate change projects examines national multi-stakeholder agreements on energy and climate policy as part of the transition to a low-carbon economy and society.  These multi-stage holder agreements involve organised civil society, and we are looking at the models used in the Netherlands, Denmark and Sweden, to see the learning for Ireland. 
The second project looks at methods of appraisal and how they are used in the process of policymaking and implementation to move towards a low-carbon society.  These methods of appraisal include for example cost benefit analysis and cost effectiveness analysis. 
The third project looks at agriculture, climate change and water. It outlines and analyses the developments in Ireland’s approach to sustainable agriculture in recent years.  It will document initiatives in Irish food firms and on farms, including sustainability programmes.  It will also look at policy developments including industry-led initiatives such as FoodWise 2025 and Origin Green.  Finally it will look at research carried out by a Government agency specialising in support for agriculture, and at research carried out by the Irish Enviromental Protection Agency.
NESC has also been researching an issue of great relevance to the European Pillar of Social Rights – jobless households and the role of public services in addressing this issue.  This research looks at access to the labour market, skills development, life-long learning, precarious work, social protection and essential services including childcare and health care.
As always, the Irish National Economic and Social Council sees economic, social and environmental factors as inter-related, and its work focuses on these issues. 
As the Prime Minister of Ireland, Leo Varadkar, said in his speech to the European Parliament in January of this year, Europe has enabled Ireland’s transformation from being a country on the periphery, to being at the heart of our common European home.  The promise of Europe has unlocked the potential of Ireland. This gives Ireland a particular responsibility to lead on the Future of Europe debate. In this speech, he noted that the future of Europe must engage citizens more. As part of this, he launched a national debate, a dialogue for Irish citizens on Europe, in November 2017. Consultation meetings were held at different locations around Ireland, and were chaired by Ireland’s minister for Europe, Helen McEntee. Information about the meetings were circulated widely so that all interested parties could attend. These included private citizens, as well as special sessions for community & voluntary groups.  There was also an on-line facility for those who could not attend in person. The consultation meetings terminated in a meeting in Dublin on Europe Day, 9 May, which was attended by over 100 people, including myself. 
The Irish Parliament’s Joint Committee on European Union Affairs also launched a consultation process on the future of Europe last year.  It has called on citizens to send in submissions on the Future of Europe to the Committee. It has also heard presentations from civil society organisations, as well as politicians and ambassadors from other EU countries, on the Future of Europe. A Report of the Committee is planned to be published before the end of the year.
Ireland has also had a new experiment with deliberative citizen democracy over the past few years, in the shape of the Constitutional Convention, and the Citizen’s Assembly.
The constitutional convention was established in 2012. There were 100 participants in it - 66 were citizens, randomly selected and as representative as possible of Irish society in terms of sex, age, social class and region. The other members were members of Irish parliament and a representative of each political party in the Northern Ireland Assembly that wished to be represented. A chairman was appointed by the Government. The Convention also had an expert advisory group of academics, political scientists and constitutional lawyers. The purpose of the Constitutional Convention was to debate certain topics in the Irish Constitution, and to make recommendations on changing them (or not!) to Government.  The Convention debated the electoral system, giving Irish citizens resident outside the State the right to vote in Presidential elections; provision for same-sex marriage, and increasing the participation of women in politics, among other issues.  The Constitutional Convention recommended a referendum to approve same-sex marriage, and this was held in 2015, and approved by the electorate.  
The Citizen’s Assembly was established in 2016.  It uses a similar model to the Convention. It is made up of a chairperson, a judge, and 99 citizens who were randomly selected to be broadly representative of the Irish electorate, in terms of gender, age, social class and regional spread.  It was established by Government to consider some of the most important issues facing Ireland’s future.  These include the constitutional ban on abortion, the challenges and opportunities of an ageing population, fixed term parliaments, the manner in which referenda are held; and how the State can make Ireland a leader in tackling climate change. The Assembly members deliberated the topics, received impartial expert views on the topics, and also sought submissions on them. The conclusions of the Assembly on each topic formed the basis of individual reports and recommendations that were submitted to the Houses of Parliament for further debate by the elected representatives.
In 2017, the Citizen’s Assembly voted to recommend removal of the constitutional ban on abortion, and replace it with access to abortion up to 12 weeks, for any reason. Many politicians and other groups in Ireland considered that this recommendation was not representative of the views of the population. However, when a referendum on this issue was held in late May, 66 per cent of the electorate voted to remove the constitutional ban on abortion, and instead allow the Government to legislate on this issue.  The Government had published draft legislation to allow provision abortion up to 12 weeks of pregnancy, for any reason.  As this result mirrored very well with the vote of the citizen’s assembly, this has given some political parties and other groups pause for thought.  Interestingly, most of organised civil society supported the yes vote recommended by the assembly. 
I look forward to hearing the views of the different ESCs present here today, and to the discussion on the Future of Europe, and thank our hosts for organising this. 

