


Meeting of External Consultative Panel
27th November 2025
Askling Hotel & Via Teams
Attendance:
Emily Sherlock, Director of Internal Service Delivery (Civil), Legal Aid Board
Fiona McAuslan, Director of Family Mediation, Legal Aid Board
Kevin Rogers, Secretary to the Panel, Legal Aid Board
Catherine Fahy, Regional Manager, Legal Aid Board
Eleanor Leane, Assistant Director, Legal Aid Board
Noreen Fitzpatrick, Managing Mediator, Legal Aid Board
Nuala Egan, Chairperson, Statutory Board, Legal Aid Board
Jessica Fitzgerald, Statutory Board Secretary, Legal Aid Board
Liam Ryan, Board Member, Legal Aid Board
Maurice Lawlor, Board Member, Legal Aid Board
Niamh O’Hanlon, Board Member, Legal Aid Board
Sara Kearney, Board Member, Legal Aid Board
Gayle Smith, Treoir
Jacinta Brack, Irish Traveller Movement
Síun Hurley, Law Society/O’Donovan Solicitors
Eavan Ward, Women’s Aid
Anna Birbeck, Exchange House Ireland
Niall Quinn, Council of the Bar of Ireland
Kate Mannion, Irish Refugee Council
Joan O’Connor, Citizens Information Board
Donna von Allemann, RCNI
Dr Bláithín O’Shea, Safe Ireland
Ivanna Youtchak, National Women's Council of Ireland
Alex Murphy, Children’s Rights Alliance

Apologies: 
Joan Crawford, CEO, Legal Aid Board
Jane McGowan, Board Member, Legal Aid Board
Tracy O’Keeffe, Board Member, Legal Aid Board
Michael Bourke, Board Member, Legal Aid Board
Geraldine Kelly, Rainbows Ireland
Monica Hynds, Barnardos
Pamela Benson, Tusla
Joanne Condon, National Advocacy Service for People with Disabilities
Gwen Harris, MABS
Mary Henderson, Immigrant Council of Ireland
Karen Kiernan, One Family
Rose Morris, Citizens Information Board
Cormac Quinlan, Tusla
Marcella Stakem, SVP
Susan Ryan, Citizen Information Services
Geraldine Kelly, Rainbows Ireland


	
	Item for discussion
	Person responsible
	Discussions
	Actions/Decisions

	1.
	Welcome and opening remarks
	FMcA/LAB






	The meeting was opened by FMcA, who provided an introduction, welcomed all attendees, and outlined the purpose of the meeting. All panel members subsequently introduced themselves.

It was noted that the meeting format was intended to pilot a new approach, focusing on a specific topic, on this occasion, Family Mediation, given that an in‑person ECP meeting had not taken place for a number of years. 

FMcA then provided a brief overview of the Family Mediation Service to the panel.

	


	2.
	Draft minutes of meeting of 17th September 2025 and matters arising
	KR/LAB
	The minutes of the previous meeting were approved by all members, and it was agreed that they would be uploaded to the Board’s website.
	Action: Minutes to be published on LAB website.
 

	3.
	Interactive Quiz
	NF/LAB
	An interactive quiz on family and marriage in Ireland was conducted with panel members.  This was followed by a brief discussion of several responses, with particular reference to situations where parents are living in the same household but are separated and the potential issues arising, including implications for Social Welfare payments.  It was noted that this topic could possibly be explored in greater detail at the next meeting.

	Action: Possibly explore a further discussion on issues arising due to separated parents.

	4.
	ADR in the District Courts – The Dolphin House Model
	NF/LAB
	A presentation on the Dolphin House Model was delivered to the panel.  The presentation outlined an innovative approach to family law dispute resolution, emphasising the balance between preserving established mediation practices developed over the past 15 years and introducing new, client‑centred initiatives.

The core principles underpinning the model, Engagement, Training, Knowledge, and Awareness were outlined, highlighting the importance of stakeholder engagement, professional training, accurate information-sharing, and public awareness in supporting effective mediation services.

The presentation also detailed a series of innovative initiatives aimed at improving accessibility, efficiency, and client experience within Dolphin House. These included enhanced signposting to mediation services, informational materials within the courthouse, cross‑disciplinary training, and procedural measures to support timely mediated outcomes.

Following the presentation, the panel discussed the mediation model and its associated initiatives, with particular consideration given to domestic violence and potential concerns relating to the referral of parties to mediation.  FMcA subsequently outlined the procedural steps involved in all forms of mediation and provided an overview of the training undertaken by all mediators.

A separate discussion took place regarding the previous Domestic Violence sub‑group, which had been discontinued.  All panel members expressed support for re‑establishing the sub‑group, and it was noted that this could be explored further.

	





























Action: Explore the possibility of re‑establishing the DV sub‑group.


	4.
	Presentation on Boards Family Justice Strategy Task Group Final Report

	
	To facilitate efficiency, it was noted that this presentation would be circulated to panel members, and any subsequent questions could be submitted to the Secretary for collation.
	Action: FJS PowerPoint to be circulated to panel members


	5. 
	Service Delivery Engagement

	All panel members
	A round‑table discussion was held during which panel members outlined the work of their respective organisations. Key points arising from the discussion are summarised below.

KM/IRC: It was noted that refugees may now apply for family reunification only where they have not been in receipt of Social Welfare in the preceding two years. Ongoing homelessness was identified as a continuing concern.  Concerns were also expressed regarding the implementation of the EU Migration Pact and the level of readiness for its introduction.  It was noted that a key priority for the Legal Aid Board should be recruitment and training.  The importance of early access to legal advice was emphasised, and the provision of legal counselling by the Legal Aid Board was highlighted as a positive development.

JB/ITM: The importance of stakeholder engagement and a co‑designed approach to relevant discussions was emphasised, with a focus on direct engagement and a people‑centred approach.  It was noted that issues currently affecting the Traveller community are varied, with many relating to equality and discrimination.  The value of Know Your Rights training, particularly in relation to housing, was highlighted.  It was also noted that the level of interaction between the Irish Traveller Movement (ITM) and the Mincéir/Traveller Legal Support Service could be improved.

An update was the provided by the Legal Aid Board on the number of cases currently being supported by the Mincéir/Traveller Legal Support Service.

Dr BO’S/SI: A list of Family Law Private Practitioners (PPs) was shared by the Legal Aid Board with Safe Ireland, who subsequently circulated it to their members. Concerns were raised regarding the availability of PPs and whether the list accurately reflects current capacity. The Legal Aid Board outlined the process by which the PP list is compiled and noted that a further review and revision of the PP panel may be undertaken next year. It was also noted that inconsistencies have arisen in relation to some PPs permitting support workers to attend meetings. Additional concerns were raised regarding confidentiality, particularly in circumstances where solicitors meet clients at court rather than in a private setting.

The Legal Aid Board acknowledged that these concerns had been raised previously and confirmed that they would be taken on board and addressed.

GS/T: It was noted that the three most common queries received by the Treoir Information Line relate to guardianship, child maintenance, and access/custody.  It was noted that there is currently no central register of guardians and that a related policy is being drafted.  A Best Practice for Schools document is also in development, arising from uncertainty within schools regarding arrangements where parents are separated and the rights of guardians.  The issue of enforcement of child maintenance was discussed.  It was further noted that there has been an increase in cases of international child abduction, which has become a significant concern.

DVA/RCNI: It was noted that the majority of engagement between RCNI and the Legal Aid Board relates to Section 19(a) and Section 3 applications. Ongoing work is underway to identify how these services can be improved, with particular focus on addressing issues arising from last‑minute applications.

NQ/BoI: An update was provided to the panel on a conference held by the Bar of Ireland in the previous week concerning the Civil Legal Aid Review Report. It was noted that the Bar of Ireland considers the civil legal aid system to be in a state of crisis, which has persisted for some time, and that the situation would be considerably worse in the absence of the Legal Aid Board. Reference was also made to the level of underfunding experienced by the Legal Aid Board, and discussion took place regarding the fees payable to barristers.

NE/Chairperson, LAB: The Chairperson thanked all panel members and members of the Statutory Board for attending the meeting. It was noted that the in‑person format of the meeting was particularly valuable and demonstrated how bringing together committed individuals with relevant expertise can deliver benefits for the clients represented by the organisations present. The Chairperson concurred with earlier comments regarding the crisis facing the legal aid system. Reference was made to the goodwill extended to the Legal Aid Board and the resulting burden on the organisation. Members of other organisations were encouraged, where engaging with the Department of Justice, to highlight the need for increased support for the Legal Aid Board.

	

	6.
	AOB
	
	

	

	7.
	Date of next meeting.
	
	Date of next meeting to be circulated to the panel members once agreed.
	






