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By David Tobenkin

After the Bubble: 
Ireland Works to Rebound

An Interview with Ruairi Quinn, Irish Minister for Education and Skills 

uairi Quinn, a veteran Irish Labour Party politician, was appointed minister 
for education and skills in March 2011. Quinn has faced the challenge of maintaining Irish 
higher education’s dramatic expansion in scope and quality achieved during its Celtic Tiger 
years in the face of the subsequent collapse of the Irish housing and banking sectors which have 
caused across the board cuts in all government sectors, including support for higher education. 

Previously as minister for enterprise and employment and then minister for finance, 
Quinn has stressed the need for Ireland’s integration into the European Union and, in his 
new post, Irish higher education’s need to continue to reach a larger cohort of students, 
including retraining for those who have lost their jobs, and to synch its output with the 
demands of Irish industry.

International Educator correspondent David Tobenkin discussed with Quinn how the Irish 
government is navigating economic and reputational challenges to the Irish higher education 
system. (See also “Weathering the Storm” on page 54 which details the effects of the current 
economic crisis in several European nations.)

IE: Ireland has had considerable success in attract-
ing international students, including more lucrative 
non-EU students, in particular. My understanding 
is there’s now a Higher Education Authority goal of 
increasing the number of international students at 
universities by 50 percent over the next five years.

QUINN: That’s right, in fact, to increase it, to double 
it basically. The American students are the biggest 
single cohort in the Irish university system, which is 
understandable. American, by that I mean Canadian 
and the United States, and the next biggest single 
group are the Chinese.

IE: How important are those international stu-
dents to higher education in Ireland and why?

QUINN: They’re very important. First and foremost, 
they tend to be very bright people, so they raise 
the level of intellectual discourse and performance 
amongst students themselves. Secondly, Ireland is self-

evidently a very homogenous society, so having people 
with different backgrounds and coming from different 
cultures is a positive in terms of the student mix. Also, 
we have a large number now of foreign academics on 
the staff of our universities which is equally good.

We’ve quite an increase in the number, small in 
quantum terms but very big in percentage terms, of 
Chinese students doing Ph.D. courses here. We have 
recognition, a degree qualification recognition agree-
ment—formal agreement—between China and the 
Republic of Ireland and that is a driver as far as Chi-
nese parents are concerned. Ireland recently, Dublin 
to be precise, surfaced as one of the 10 most popular 
and safe cities of destinations for foreign students. 
That’s a big sell.

IE: EU students are charged the same amount as 
Irish students but other international students are 
not. There are estimates international students 
could bring in another €1.3 billion a year to Irish Ir
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higher education system. Are these students an 
important source of funds for the higher educa-
tion system in Ireland?

QUINN: Yes, we believe they are. They’re not going 
to solve our problem, and we can’t use them as just 
a cash cow, excuse the phrase. That’s because they’re 
coming for quality and they’re discerning consumers 
of higher education. But, we have a lot to offer, and 
that’s recognized; the fact that we’re an English speak-
ing country and the quality of our universities and 
institutes of technology are generally well-recognized. 
There are 126 individual educational bilateral agree-
ments between the Irish institutions and the Chinese 
educational institutions.

This spring I’m going to China for an extended 
visit. It will all be focused on confirming those rela-
tionships, enlarging them, consolidating them. We’re 
talking about Irish degrees being delivered to Chinese 
students, part of which will be delivered in China and 
part of which will be delivered in Ireland.

IE: The 2009 ECOFIN report painted a very 
flattering picture of Irish higher education by 

per capita education, efficiency, and reputation 
among employers and academics. How much ef-
fect has the financial crisis in Ireland and Europe 
had upon Ireland’s higher education standards 
and achievements since then, and how much pain 
has the system endured?

Quinn: The system at higher level has seen a re-
duction in core funding and, by and large, to their 
credit, it has absorbed an awful lot of that reduction 
without diminution in quality or, indeed, in quantity. 
But there is general recognition of a developing crisis 
in the funding of the third level sector. Currently, the 
outcomes are still very positive. We did drop in the 
international rankings, but when I got in behind the 
statistics, the critical factor in the drop was not the 
ratio of academic staff to pupil or funding per pupil or 
those types of objectives or measurements, because 
they hadn’t dropped as dramatically as the rankings 
had. The key factor, we are told by academics who 
study this in Ireland, was the great damage done to 
our international reputation due to the banking bust 
and the housing bubble that led to the country going 
into receivership with the European Union. 

Ruairi Quinn, Irish Minister for Education and Skills
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IE: Aside from the actual reputational 
damage, do you think the damage to 
the system itself has been fairly limited 
to-date?

QUINN: Yes, I do but I’m not kidding my-
self. We can’t go on like this. We’re looking 
for symmetries and for collaboration across 
different institutions so that we can elimi-
nate a lot of the duplication that’s already 
there. That will give us some time. I’d say 
about two years, but not much more.

IE: The HEA’s recent Landscape reports 
stated that since the collapse of Irish pub-
lic finances, the perception of the quality 
of Irish higher education internationally 

has suffered. In addition, a number of 
Irish institutions have suffered dramatic 
falls as measured by some third-party 
rankings. How accurate are such percep-
tions and how concerned are you by them?

QUINN: Well, first of all, the rankings ex-
ist. You cannot ignore them even though 
they measure those things that they want 
to measure themselves. They are, like any 
ranking system, biased in a certain degree 
by those people who designed the ranking 
system to begin with. The major factor that 
caused the drop in our rankings was related 
to Ireland’s international reputation, which 
went from a boom economy that seemed 

to be able to do an awful lot of things very 
well to a bust economy very quickly. We are 
now recovering from that.

At one stage, Ireland was in the middle of 
the financial crisis discourse. In the media, the 
print media and online, we were seen as one of 
a group of economies in very serious difficulty. 
That’s no longer the case. There’s no longer a 
linkage between Ireland, Portugal, and Greece, 
as was the case before. And the regular visits 
by the troika representing the institutions of 
the IMF, the European Central Bank, and the 
European Commission has been reporting 
positive progress in the recovery of the Irish 
economy. The weak end in our economy is 
employment creation. Strengthening employ-
ment creation will generate extra tax revenue 
which in turn will, in turn, be good news for 
the third-level education sector.

IE: Is 2012 an important year in terms of 
determining the future and if so, can you 
elaborate why?

QUINN: In the third-level sector, there 
are some major reforms now being imple-
mented across a number of sectors. First 
and foremost, we had a report known as 
the Hunt Report which sketched out a pro-
file of change as far out as 2030. They made 
a number of recommendations which are 
now in the course of implementation.

The first item was defining the criteria that 
would constitute the definition and the image, 
if you like, of a technological university. As 
the report noted, we have seven universities 
in the Republic of Ireland—we don’t need any 
more traditional universities in a country of 
this size. There is, however, given the nature 
of the way the Irish economy is developing, a 
role for a technological university.

We then proceeded to get the criteria, 
and the shape, and the definition of what 
that would actually constitute. That was 
signed off by the Higher Education Author-

We have seven universities in the Republic of Ireland— 
we don’t need any more traditional universities in a country of this size.  
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ity just over five weeks ago. We have now 
informed the institutes of technology—of 
which we have 14—that they have to look 
at each other and look at the landscape of 
higher education and start to see how they 
can form new alliances, new collaborations, 
and new forms of working together. They 
were set up in the mid-1970s, so it’s time for 
a major review of how they function.

That call for collaboration is not confined 
to the institutes of technology. We’re also 
saying the same to the universities as well. 

IE: A technological university may be a 
foreign concept for some of our readers. 
Can you briefly explain it?

QUINN: In a classic Irish way, I’ll give you 
the reverse definition. It’s as far away from a 
liberal arts college as you could get. It’s really 
in the STEM area. By STEM I mean science, 
technology, engineering, and mathematics, 
and aligned very closely to the needs of in-
dustry on the ground in that particular area. 

You can look at those in different ways, 
but if it has any kind of historical con-
nection, it would be closer to some of the 
research institutes that characterized Ger-
many before the Second World War, where 
the research and application of research to 
industrial development was coming from 
research institutes that weren’t your tradi-
tional universities.

IE: In recent years, the number of Irish 
undergraduate students has increased 
substantially while state allocations to 
fund these students have steadily de-
clined. These trends were expected to 
continue. That has led some Irish educa-
tors to conclude that, assuming student 
fees are not dramatically increased, the 
two divergent trends are not sustainable. 
Do you agree and can you summarize the 
government’s approach to addressing this 
so-called sustainability challenge?

QUINN: We certainly recognize there is a 
financing problem in the third-level sector. 
We also recognize that if there isn’t a change, 
then the continued increase in the third-level 
participation by Irish high school students—

to use the American phrase—coming to 
third-level education may not continue—it is 
currently at 65 percent. The target was by 2020 
to have it up to 72 percent. It will be difficult 
really to meet that target. The commentary of 
presidents of universities and other colleges 
have said that there may have to be a cap or 
a limit on the number of students that will be 
accepted for certain kinds of courses.

That’s pretty much the space where we 
are at the moment, and it’s a space that we’ll 
be exploring. We may need to be selective 
about the types of courses that people do. 
There is already de facto rationing of some 
of the high tech courses like medicine and 
physiotherapy and other similar types of 
courses. This means that Irish students, if 
they can’t get into an Irish university, may go 
across to Britain where from now on they’re 
going to be paying fees of ₤9,000 sterling to 
participate in those courses.

IE: My understanding is that further cuts 
in the Irish higher education system are 
expected through 2015. Upon what fac-
tors will that depend, and are there still 
significant inefficiencies and duplication 
to be cut out of the system or are you now 
cutting into muscle and bone?

QUINN: I think there’s still room on the 
duplication. People on the other side of the 
table would say we’re already into muscle and 
bone and that’s part and parcel of the normal 
process of negotiation. Certainly, the Higher 
Education Authority believes, from what I’ve 
been informed, that there’s greater room for 
collaboration and for saving. But it is still only 
marginal I have to admit. I do recognize that 
in two years’ time, we’ll be looking at hav-
ing to increase the funding for third-level in 
some shape, size, or form. That could very 
well include some form of student contribu-
tion that would go directly to the college.

IE: The Hunt Report said that annual 
funding must increase to support higher 
education. How will Irish higher educa-
tion achieve that funding?

QUINN: Yes, funding has to increase. I think 
the universities themselves will have to find 
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or generate more money. They have demon-
strated considerable skill in generating and 
attracting additional funds, both philan-
thropic and others earning their own way. If 
we can develop the intellectual property side 
of universities so that they can commercial-
ize some of the research that they’re doing it 
would help—there are some positive signs 
in relation to that. Inevitably, there’s going 
to have to be a contribution from the pub-
lic domain either through a tax transfer of 
revenue from the central government or an 
increase in fees by the participants.

That’s all in the mixing bowl at the mo-
ment. The reality is that the present funding 
is not sustainable if we want to maintain 

both the expansion of third-level education 
and the maintenance of its quality.

IE: Recently, the Higher Education Au-
thority told Irish media that student 
contribution charges would increase by 
€250 for each of the next three years, 
bringing it to €3,000 by 2015. Is that 
correct?

QUINN: You are. It’s not a formal decision, 
but that’s the thrust of where we’re going. 
That was indicated so people could get a 
sense of what it was. The higher educa-
tion market, if you want to call it that, of 
the two islands of Britain and Ireland has 
been transformed by the introduction in 

the United Kingdom of a top fee of ₤9,000. 
And when the Tory government brought 
that in, there was a suggestion not every 
university would necessarily charge that 
amount but only those thought of as being 
part of the first division, which was a very 
naïve assumption because which university 
is going to want to say “we’re not a top uni-
versity; we charge lower fees.”

So the expectation now is that every uni-
versity in the United Kingdom and certainly 
within Britain and Wales is going to go up 
to that figure. In Northern Ireland, where 
there are two universities, the Northern Irish 
Minister of Education [John O’Dowd]  has 
talked in terms of a fee there of approximate-
ly ₤3,500, which will be considerably higher 
than what is the case here in the Republic.

There’s a very good article recently in 
The Guardian newspaper by Will Hutton. 
He has written, in my view, a very percep-
tive analysis of the impact of the change in 
the funding for third-level education of Brit-
ain. One of his conclusions is that British 
graduates will emerge as the most indebted 
graduates in the world as a consequence of 
the changes that the Tory government are 
bringing in. We are not yet sure what dis-
placement effect this might have toward 
students from the United Kingdom com-
ing to study in Ireland.

IE: Can you accommodate as many as 
who might want to come?

QUINN: We simply don’t know because we 
don’t know what sectors they’re going to ap-
ply for yet. But we’ll know in and around 
next August what the displacement or the 
change in the landscape is. It’ll be an inter-
esting story to follow.

IE: A recent European Universities As-
sociation report was not very optimistic 
about the possibility of universities in 
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Europe developing alternate sources of 
higher education funding beyond state 
and student contributions. With respect 
to Irish higher education, in addition to 
revenues from foreign students, how 
optimistic are you that other nongovern-
mental financial resources can be found 
to help fund Irish higher education?

QUINN: In the present climate, I would be 
cautiously optimistic, not wildly optimistic. 
There isn’t the same tradition of endow-
ments in universities in the European sector 
as there is in the United States. Of course, 
the level of endowments in the United 
States varies dramatically across the spec-
trum of your universities. 

IE: Several Irish university students I 
spoke to said that when they graduated, 
they plan to seek work abroad. They had 
no plans to return to Ireland, and they 
said the same was true of their Irish stu-
dent friends and Irish educators said they 
had heard that from students. What is the 
role of Irish higher education in retaining 
these students in the country, and is there 
anything that can be done to keep more 
of those graduating from leaving perma-
nently from Ireland?

QUINN: We’re a small island off another 
island off the West Coast of Europe. There’s 
a natural wanderlust in Irish people to go 
and see the big world. The people who now 
go with the university qualification will be 
working in offices rather than working on 
their own, and they’ll do that. I’ve done it in 
my own time. It’s a natural part of the expe-
rience and you see it with Australia as well. 
However, two factors begin to kick in. They 
start working for multinational companies 
with the object of possibly finding them-
selves back in Ireland eventually. It’ll be of 
value to Ireland and a value to themselves 
no matter where they’re working. And, it is 
often the case, the minute their kids start 
speaking with an American accent, they 
start making plans to come home to Ireland.

IE: The cover feature article in this is-
sue of International Educator is taking 

a particular look at the impact of fi-
nancial crisis in higher education in 
Ireland, Italy, Portugal, and Greece. You 
mentioned that many are now excluding 
Ireland from that group. One thing the 
educators I’ve spoken to have said is that 
the Irish higher education sector has had 
greater success in containing the dam-
age caused by the crisis. Actually, they’ve 
said Irish Higher Education Authority 
has done a relatively good job. Would 
you agree and why has Ireland been bet-
ter able to address the financial crisis?

QUINN: First of all, all of the salaries of 
the lecturers and the staff who were on 
permanent contract have been protected, 
so there hasn’t been the decimation in 
terms of salary. Sadly, short-term contracts 
have not been renewed. Because we have 
a social partnership agreement with the 
trade unions and academic staff would be 
largely unionized, the public service salaries 
would be protected in return for increase of 
productivity.

The agreement was negotiated in the 
Croke Park Stadium in Dublin and it’s 
known as the Croke Park Agreement. It has 
another year to run. It’s producing some of 
that productivity that is contained within it, 
but it’s also providing salary stability, which 
is not the case obviously in some other coun-
tries at the moment. That in turn has helped 
maintain morale within our system.

IE: Should the EU expand its role in 
ensuring the quality of higher educa-
tion research, which they’ve done to an 
extent, but in particular also the cost of 
instruction? If so, how should their role 
be expanded in your opinion?

QUINN: I think that’s something that we’ll 
be discussing at the Council of European 
Education Ministers. Ireland is to take the 
presidency next year in the first semester 
and it’s something that I will certainly be 
talking about as well as the whole question 
of European ratings of universities.  � IE

David Tobenkin is a freelance reporter 
based in Chevy Chase, Maryland.




