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OPTIONS OVERVIEW PAPER 

This paper has been prepared for the information and consideration of the Electoral Commission, following on from the Commission’s consideration, at its meetings to date of a range of options for the configuration of the constituencies across Ireland. 

It is intended to provide an overview of the implications of the options which have been generally preferred to date in the various regions, in particular with regard to the balancing of variances with the avoidance of the breaching of county boundaries.  
It is important to note that it is presented prior to full analysis of all the submissions received.  Submissions were invited on 10 February 2023 and accordingly the closing date was 10 May 2023. 

It should be noted that this paper follows on from and may usefully be read in conjunction with the EC 2.5 - Scoping paper - Dáil Constituencies 2022 and EC 7.4 – Summary Options Paper. 
It should also be considered along with EC 8.4 – Ireland Overview Map. 

Note that consideration of options in the Cork region is not yet advanced enough for analysis in this paper. 

1 	OVERVIEW 

To a considerable degree, the work of the Commission in developing options for constituencies, takes place within the framework of the interplay between the constitutional requirement for equality of representation, so far as it is practicable, and at the same time the legislated requirement that breaching of county boundaries shall be avoided as far as practicable. 

In this context, it is of interest to consider the variances and variance ranges that Constituency Commissions have previously found acceptable.  

Table 1 below is reproduced from EC 2.5 - Scoping paper - Dáil Constituencies 2022
and provides an historical overview of this from 1980.  

Table 1 - Highest and lowest percentage variances in Constituency Commission reports since 1980 

	Year of Report
	Highest Variance %
	Lowest Variance %
	Total range of Variance 

	1980
	+6.28 (Carlow-Kilkenny)
	-6.42 (Mayo East)
	12.70 

	1983
	+6.68 (Louth)
	-7.89 (Mayo-East) 
	14.57 

	1990
	+7.61 (Louth) 
	-6.98 (Tipperary North) 
	14.59 

	1995
	+6.80 (Louth) 
	-5.76 (Sligo-Leitrim) 
	12.56 

	1998
	+6.66 (Waterford) 
	-7.44 (Sligo-Leitrim) 
	14.10 

	2004
	+7.87 (Louth) 
	-7.50 (Cavan-Monaghan)
	15.37  

	2007
	+4.73 (Carlow-Kilkenny) 
	-6.03 (Cavan-Monaghan)
	10.76 

	2012
	+4.93 (Donegal) 
	-4.94 (Dublin Mid-West) 
	  9.87 

	2017
	+5.07 (Dun Laoghaire) 
	-5.25 (Dublin North West) 
	10.32



It can be seen in Table 1 that variances have ranged from a low of -7.89% in 1983 to a high of +7.87% in 2004.  The total range of variances from lowest to highest in each case is also of interest.  The widest range was in 2004, at 15.37%, but it may also be noted that the two narrowest ranges have occurred in the two most recent reports, 9.87% and 10.32%, respectively.  These compare to a range of 32.56% in the constituencies set out in the 1959 Act, which was overturned. 

While it is the case that a range of from -5% to +5% has been the guideline generally, it is clear that figures appreciably outside that range have been found acceptable, usually where specific circumstances applied in each case. 

It is of interest to consider the potential for exploring variance figures further outside this range than has hitherto been the case, and in particular, whether such an approach might allow for the resolution of breaches of county boundaries in any of the options preferred to date. 

3 	SUMMARY OF REGIONS 

It is useful to tabulate a range of parameters relating to breaches of county boundaries for each of the regions where preferences have been expressed to date.  This provides a baseline from which variations on these preferences can be compared.   A regional level summary focussing on population is provided in Table 2 below.  

Table 2 – Populations and percentage of population in county boundary breaches in each region in options considered to date 
	Region
	Option #
	Breaches restored
	Breaches not restored
	Pop of current breaches
	Current breaches %: 
	Pop of breaches in Option
	Breaches new %: 
	Breaches reduced %: 

	North West
	1
	30,690
	23,757
	45,118
	5.81%
	14,428
	1.86%
	68.0%

	North East
	1
	25,097
	16,438
	41,535
	6.41%
	16,438
	2.54%
	60.4%

	Dublin South
	3
	8,521
	2,211
	10,732
	1.38%
	2,211
	0.28%
	79.4%

	South West
	1
	4,674
	0
	4,674
	0.96%
	6,023
	1.23%
	-28.9%

	Dublin North
	4
	56,747
	0
	56,747
	8.41%
	0
	0
	100%

	South East 
	4
	17,754
	0
	17,754
	1.48%
	20,444
	2.40%
	-15.15% 

	Cork 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



It can be seen in Table 2 above, that there are considerable reductions in the county boundary breaches from the current constituency configurations in the preferred options in four of the regions considered to date.  These range from 60.4% in the north-east to 79.4% in the Dublin South region.  

However, it may be noted that there is a 28.9% increase in the population in a boundary breach in the south-west region. This arises from the return of the Birdhill and two other electoral divisions in the Limerick City constituency to a County Tipperary constituency, but this is more than offset by the transfer of the Ballyglass electoral division from County Clare into the Limerick City constituency.  

In the case of the south-east region, existing breaches are all removed, but depending on how a breach is defined, in Option 4, there would be a small increase in population in breached areas, from 17,754 to 20,444.  

A total population of 26,551 is transferred from the north of County Wexford, along with some 65,576 of population from the southern part of County Wicklow to form the new 3-seat Wicklow-Wexford constituency in Option 4.  

However, it can certainly be argued that to include that particular population as a breach of county boundaries is something of an overstatement since an entirely new constituency is being created, so on this basis, that figure is not included in the calculation of boundary breaches. 

Option 5 for the south-east region presents a different perspective on the Wicklow-Wexford arrangement and this is discussed below.  



4	REGIONAL ANALYSIS CONSIDERING WIDER VARIANCE OPTIONS

Table 2 above sets out a range of considerable improvements in terms of reduced boundary breaches in the context of the options that have been preferred to date.  The key question at this point is would it be possible to improve those figures even further along the following lines: 

· reduction in total populations in breached areas, 
· reducing the actual number of breaches, and 
· reducing the number of counties whose boundaries are breached by constituencies centered in adjacent counties.  

This section of the paper considers that question in the context of a wider view on variance.  

North-west region 
There are two breaches remaining in the north-west region: in the county of Donegal, and in eastern Galway.  It is not possible to remove either of these within any feasible range of variances, so it is not proposed to put forward any further amendments.  A reduction in the breach in Donegal would preclude improvement in the breach in the north of County Roscommon. 

The counties of Mayo, Roscommon, Sligo and Leitrim would not have any breaches. 

North-east region 
In this region, the constituency configuration that is preferred, is almost perfect, in that there is exactly one electoral division breached, in County Meath.  However, this is part of the town of Drogheda, and it has been considered that it is best to leave it in situ in the constituency of Louth, so there is no possibility of any further improvement in this region. 

There would be only the County of Meath breached, and the counties of Louth, Cavan, Monaghan, Longford and Westmeath would have no breaches. 
South-west region 
Option 1, which is the preferred option, in the south-west region could be amended by avoiding the transfer, previously proposed, of the electoral division of Ballyglass, (Pop. 6,023) from the constituency of Clare to the constituency of Limerick City.  

If this approach is taken, then the variance of the Clare constituency would be +8.18%, and as compared to the preferred option; the reduction in total population in breached areas would be 6,023, the number of breaches reduced by one, one less county would be breached and the percentage improvement in the region would be 100%.  

There would be no remaining breaches between the counties of Clare, Kerry and Limerick. 

Dublin South Region 
Option 3, which is the preferred option, in the Dublin South Region could be amended by transferring the electoral division of Terenure-Cherryfield (Pop. 2,211) from the constituency of Dublin South Central to the constituency of Dublin South West. It is the only electoral division in Option 3 which breaches a boundary. 

If this approach is taken, then the variance of the Dublin South-West constituency would increase from +5.87% to +7.37%, while Dublin South Central would reduce from +3.73% to +1.85%.  As compared to the preferred option; the reduction in total population in breached areas would be 2,211, the number of breaches reduced by one, one less county would be breached and the percentage improvement in the region would be 100%. 

This approach would mean the counties of South Dublin and Dun Laoghaire-Rathdown would have no breaches in their boundaries.  In addition, the part of the City of Dublin south of the Liffey River would have no breaches, so therefore the Dublin South region as a whole would have no boundary breaches. 




Dublin North Region 
The preferred approach in this region involves no breaches in the boundaries of either the County of Fingal or Dublin City. 

If this is considered in concert with the approach in the Dublin South region set out above, then there would be no breaches in any of the Dublin counties or in the Dublin City boundary.  

South-east region 
To date, there is no clearly preferred option in the south-east region. Nevertheless, the option which has most recently been put forward, Option 4, has a number of county boundary breaches which could be revisited with an approach involving a wider view of potential variances.  

Option 4 has breaches as follows: 

Total population in breaches:  20,444 
Number of breaches: 	8 
Counties breached: 	Carlow; Kilkenny; Laois; Waterford, Wexford and Wicklow. 

Option 5, which is presented in EC 8.2 – Further Option for the South-East region, has breaches as follows: 

Total population in breaches:  6,093 
Number of breaches: 	1 
Counties breached: Kilkenny.  

Note that the division of the constituencies in the counties of Wicklow and Wexford into a 3, 4, 4 configuration is not being taken as breaches of the county boundaries in this analysis. 

Option 5 is worked out on the basis of a wider view of variance, and it can be seen that there is a significantly better outcome in the position as it pertains to breaches of county boundaries.  
5	OVERVIEW OF POTENTIAL REDUCTIONS IN BOUNDARY BREACHES 

Table 3 below summarises the potential reductions in breaches of county boundaries that could be achieved on the basis of a wider view on variances. 

The regions greyed out are those where improvement is not possible or not considered preferable for specific reasons.  

Table 3 – Potential improvements in boundary breaches 

	Region
	Option #
	Breaches restored
	Breaches not restored
	Pop of current breaches
	Current breaches %: 
	Pop of breaches in Option
	Breaches new %: 
	Breaches reduced %: 

	North West
	1
	30,690
	23,757
	45,118
	5.81%
	14,428
	1.86%
	68.0%

	North East
	1
	25,097
	16,438
	41,535
	6.41%
	16,438
	2.54%
	60.4%

	Dublin South
	3
	10,732
	0
	10,732
	1.38%
	0
	0%
	100%

	South West
	1
	4,674
	0
	4,674
	0.96%
	0
	0%
	100%

	Dublin North
	5
	56,747
	0
	56,747
	8.41%
	0
	0%
	100%

	South East 
	5
	17,754
	0
	17,754
	1.48%
	6,093
	0.81%
	65.68 

	Cork 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



It can be seen that there is scope to have no breaches in the Dublin South and the South-west regions, as compared to previously preferred options.  

The south-east also provides a much better solution in terms of breaches, although bearing in mind that this approach excludes the counting of the configuration of the new Wicklow-Wexford constituency as any kind of breach.  




In summary, taking a wider view of variances potentially removes breaches in the following: 

South Dublin; 
Clare; 
Waterford; 
Laois;
Carlow and 
Wicklow. 

Nationwide, the result would be that out of the 29 local authority areas (excludes Cork City and Cork County), there would be breaches in the following: 

Donegal; 
Galway;
Meath and 
Kilkenny.  

It is a matter of definition as to whether Wicklow and Wexford could also be considered breached in this analysis. 

_______________________
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