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IN THE MATTER OF THE ELECTORAL REFORM ACT, 2022
AND IN THE MATTER OF SECTIONS 47, 50 AND 51 OF THE ELECTORAL REFORM ACT, 2022
AND IN THE MATTER OF IRELAND FIRST, A POLITICAL PARTY 
AND IN THE MATTER OF AN APPEAL BY MARGARET MAGUIRE UNDER S.51 OF THE ELECTORAL REFORM ACT, 2022

DECISION OF THE BOARD OF AN COIMISIÚN TOGHCHÁIN 
1. Ireland First (“the Party”) is a political party registered under section 41 of the Electoral Reform Act, 2022 (“the Act”).

2. Section 47 of the Act requires certain details of a political party to be entered in the Register of Political Parties (“the Register”).  The registration details may be changed on application to the Registrar of Political Parties in accordance with s.50 of the Act. 

3. By reason of s.51, an appeal lies to the Board from a decision of the Registrar, and the decision of the Registrar does not have effect pending the determination of such appeal. By section 51(4)(d) of the Act of 2022 the decision of the Board is final and binding. 


4. This decision of the Board is given in an appeal from the decision of the Registrar of 18 November 2025 to allow certain amendments of the particulars of the Party. The Registrar rejected the application to amend the logo of the Party, but that decision has not been appealed.  Accordingly, this appeal to the Board by Ms. Maguire and Mr. Blighe from that decision of the Registrar concerns one question only, whether the particulars of the authorised officials of the Party are to be changed.  
 
5. The resolutions purporting to replace some of the officers of the Party were made at a meeting of the Party held on Zoom on 16 February 2025. 


6. The appeal in writing stating the grounds of appeal was made by Ms Maguire in a letter dated 6 May 2025 addressed to the Chairperson and met the statutory conditions.   The receipt of the appeal was duly notified to the Registrar and a notice published in Iris Oifigiúil in accordance with s.50(3)(f).   

7. In compliance with its statutory obligations, the Board has had regard to the grounds of appeal, the documentation furnished, and the information available to the Registrar.  The appeal and associated documentation were furnished to Ms. Herraty who had lodged the application to amend the Register, and she provided a response dated 14 July 2025 with appendices. The Board then, in exercise of its statutory power under s 50 of the Act, sought and received further information, and Ms. Maguire was given an opportunity to respond.  The submission closed on 9 September 2025, but further queries were raised by the Board thereafter.  An extension of time was granted for reasons not relevant to this decision.   All correspondence with the respondent was had with Ms Herraty.   Mr Blighe did not provide any direct correspondence although Ms Maguire says she lodged the appeal on her own behalf and on behalf of Mr. Blighe. 



The power of the Board to determine an appeal 
8.  Whilst the legislation vests in the Board the power to determine an appeal from the Registrar, and whilst under section 50(7) the Board has power to resolve any “doubt dispute or question arising in connection with the particulars required to be entered in the register”, the Board is conscious of the limits on its power to determine contested matters of fact[footnoteRef:1], but considers that it can determine the present appeal within the parameters of its statutory role under the Act of 2022 on the basis of certain agreed facts and the established principles of law that apply to unincorporated associations.  The Board has concluded that in the present circumstances, and for the reasons that appear in this decision, that it does not have to resolve any conflicts of facts and/or interpretations between Ms. Maguire and those who were involved in organising and conducting the meeting held on 16 February 2025.  [1:  In Loftus and Ors v Attorney General [1979] IR 211 the Supreme Court decided that the statutory Register of Political Parties is constitutionally permissible. The Court also decided that the statutory powers concerning the registration of political parties must be carried out judicially, that the legislation did not involve any attempt to exclude the “review or supervision” of the courts.  See the decision of the Supreme Court in Zalewski v Workplace Relations Board.
See generally the Law Reform Board’s 2022 Consultation Paper on Liability of Clubs, Societies and Other Unincorporated Associations (LRC CP 68-2022), available at https://www.lawreform.ie/_fileupload/consultation%20papers/LRC%20-%20CP%2068%202022%20Full%20Text%20W%20Cover.pdf

] 



The Party’s constitution and the requirement for the holding of two meetings 
9. The constitution of the Party provides for a “leader” and an executive committee, who by reason of Article 5 are elected through a national ballot of members. The nomination and procedures are to be determined by the executive committee before the vote is put to a ballot of members. The party leader must be a member of the Party and holds office for five years, and the other members of the executive committee each are to hold office for a term of four years. 

10.  Thus, the election of officers is by vote of the members, but the Party constitution provides for a two-stage process, by which the executive committee proposes names then put to a vote of the membership as a whole.  

11. This cumbersome election process requires a decision by the executive committee to be passed by majority of 61%. The vote of the membership requires a simple majority of 51% of “delegates present and voting”. 


12. Article 7 provides for the holding of a Party conference “periodically” at which various classes of persons may attend including, what one would expect, fully paid-up members, but also members of the executive committee and other invited persons who may not vote. 

The meetings of 16 February 2025
13. It is contended that the two meetings, that of the executive committee and that of the members, were held on the same day and in sequence, i.e. on 16 February 2025 and on Zoom.

14. The registered particulars of the party provided for four authorized officers: Derek Blighe, Thomas Murphy, Sarah Herraty and Margaret Maguire.  The proposed amendment was for five members, Sarah Herraty and Derek Blighe to continue, and three new members Anthony Casey, Frank Conway and Martin Murphy to be added. The appellant Margaret Maguire therefore was removed from office and replaced.

15. Certain critical facts are not in dispute. Mr. Blighe was in attendance at the meeting on 16 of February 2025.  Ms. Herraty was also in attendance.  Ms. Maguire was not. She says she was a member and that her membership had been wrongly cancelled five days before the meeting on 13 February 2025.  Ms. Herraty accepts that at the time of the meeting Ms. Maguire was indeed a member of the Party, but doubts remain as to whether she had resigned from the executive committee in the days leading up to that meeting.

16. The respondent argues that Ms. Maguire had resigned her position on the executive in an e-mail to Mr. Blighe.  Ms. Maguire says that was a personal e-mail and not an e-mail by which she formally resigned. That particular conflict of fact is difficult to resolve, and it is clear and undisputed that she resigned formally some weeks later.  What is critical however is that Ms. Herraty accepted in her letter of response to a query from the Board of 14 January 2026 that Ms. Maguire was a member of the Party on 16 of February 2025.  No argument was advanced that she did not have standing to bring this appeal. 

17. Mr. Blighe on the other hand did attend the meetings, he nominated Mr. Casey as leader, and he himself can be taken to have resigned as a result, and he also took on another role in the party following the meeting.  His role as an appellant is therefore difficult to reconcile with his actions at the time of the meeting and thereafter.

18.  Declan O’Mahoney was a committee member, and acted as auditor, but was not notified of the meeting of the executive committee. He was not a member of the Party, and it may therefore have been legitimate to exclude him from notification of a general meeting of the Party. It is not necessary for the Board to consider the question raised in the appeal of whether the auditor could also be treasurer of the Party, as nothing in this appeal it can be resolved by a decision on that question.   What is of significance is that he was not notified of the meeting of the executive committee.

19. Ms. Herraty says that she had meetings or conversations with Mr. Blighe in December 2024 where a change in leadership was suggested and, it seems, agreed, but these informal conversations, even were one to accept some degree of informality was permissible in these discussions, could not be said to be a meeting of the committee at which new names were proposed, and at best these meetings were between Mr. Blighe and Ms. Herraty, and the other committee members were not present.  It is unclear if those other members were even informed of the intention to change the leadership and composition of the executive committee.


20.  Ms. Herraty, in exchanges with Mr. Blighe six days after the meetings, confirmed that she had not received resignations from the committee from either Mr. McGovern or Ms. Maguire, but there is a lack of clarity as to the procedures for resignation from the executive committee, and Ms. Maguire’s conduct is at best ambivalent in that she had engaged in correspondence where she suggested she was intending to resign office, and that correspondence has been relied on by Ms. Herraty as conclusive of the fact that Ms. Maguire was no longer a member of the executive committee on 16 February 2025.   The Board finds it difficult to resolve this conflict and the contradictions in the correspondence with both sides. 


The issues in the appeal

21. Whilst a number of grounds of appeal were raised, many of them fell away or were difficult to resolve because of a clear conflict of evidence, and it seems to the Board that the appeal can be dealt with on a consideration of two central and determinative factors, viz, whether the two meetings of 16 February 2025 were validly called. The Board considers that issues that arise for determination are:
(a) Whether reasonable notice was given to the Party executive and separately to the membership, of the intention to hold the two separate meetings;
(b) Whether reasonable notice was given of the subject matter of the two meetings. 

The law relating to unincorporated associations 
22. A political party is an unincorporated association, subject to some statutory regulation. An unincorporated association is based on a mutual contract between the parties, as explained by the Supreme Court in Dunne v. Mahon[footnoteRef:2]. [2:  2012] IEHC 412, [2014] IESC 24, [2014] 2 IR 337 (SC). ] 


23. One of the cases cited by the Supreme Court in Dunne v Mahon, in support of the long-established definition of an unincorporated association, was the 1981 decision of the Court of Appeal of England and Wales in Conservative and Unionist Central Office v Burrell.[footnoteRef:3] Lawton LJ, stated that an unincorporated body consists of:[footnoteRef:4] [3:  [1981] EWCA Civ 2, [1982] 1 WLR 522.]  [4:  [1982] 1 WLR 522, at 525.] 

“two or more persons bound together for one or more common purposes, not being business purposes, by mutual undertakings each having mutual duties and obligations, in an organisation which has rules which identify in whom control of it and its funds rests and on what terms and which can be joined or left at will.”

24.  Because of the contractual foundation on which an unincorporated association is established and its business conducted, the members of an organisation have the right to participate in its decision-making processes, and the officers of the association have an obligation as fiduciaries to facilitate their right to so participate.  The officers of the association act in good faith, avoid conflict of interest and are treated as having fiduciary obligations akin to those of trustees. This was analysed in the Sinn Fein Funds case which is further considered below.

The meeting of the executive committee: was notice adequate?
25. The constitution of the Party does not prescribe any notice period or procedure for notification of a meeting. Thus, one looks to the general law of unincorporated associations. The general law does not impose specific minimum requirements concerning the notice to be given in advance of holding a meeting. Instead, the requirement is that “reasonable notice” must be given. 

26. Irish case law draws heavily from the analysis of the courts of England and Wales in support of this proposition.

27. The different factors in the test for determining whether reasonable notice was given were discussed by the High Court of England and Wales (Megarry V-C) in Re GKN Sports Club.[footnoteRef:5] These factors are to be analysed objectively and not judged on subjective motive or understanding.  In summary, what is “reasonable” depends on a number of factors, including the significance of what is being considered, the urgency of the matters to be resolved and previous procedures or practices of the association, and must comply with the constitutional right to fair procedures.[footnoteRef:6] Some of these factors are relevant in the present appeal, as will appear later in this decision.  [5:  [1982] 1 WLR 774. The GKN Sports Club case was discussed by the High Court (Hogan J) and, on appeal, by the Supreme Court in the Roadstone Sports and Social Club case, Dunne v Mahon, in the context of the separate question as to whether the club in question had effectively ceased to function.]  [6:  Rodgers v Irish Transport and General Workers Union [1978] ILRM 51 and Doyle v Croke (1988) 7 JISLL 150, both trade union cases, referred to on this point in Kelly: The Irish Constitution. Gerard Hogan, Gerry Whyte, David Kenny and Rachael Walsh (eds) Kelly: The Irish Constitution (5th ed, Bloomsbury Professional, 2018), at paragraphs [7.6.174]- [7.6.192].] 


28. In John v Rees[footnoteRef:7], Megarry J referred to long-established case law that emphasised the need to give notice to all members of the unincorporated association, not just some members:[footnoteRef:8] [7:  1970 Ch 345]  [8:  at 402.] 

“I also bear in mind the rule that, in general, a failure to give due notice of a meeting to even one member of a body who is entitled to attend invalidates the decisions of that body…. In the words of Lord Campbell L.C. in Smyth v. Darley, at p. 803, ‘even a unanimous election by those who did attend would be void.”

29. Further, the organisers owed a fiduciary duty to notify all those entitled to attend.  The decision in the Sinn Fein’s Fund[footnoteRef:9] case involved a question of whether the fiduciary duty of the officers of an unincorporated association included a requirement to notify all its members of the intention to hold a meeting.  The High Court (Kingsmill Moore J) considered that not all members of the pre-1922 Sinn Féin party had been notified of the holding of the 1923 Ard Fheis of the “new” Sinn Féin party, and this supported the Court’s conclusion, along with other factors, that the 1923 Ard Fheis was not a valid meeting of the pre-1922 Sinn Féin party. [9:  Buckley & Ors v Attorney General & Ors 1950 1 IR 67] 


30. The test does not require attendance by all those notified: it requires that all those entitled to attend are notified.  


31. Part of the argument by Ms. Maguire is that there was no meeting of the executive committee prior to the meeting of the Party at which the election occurred. There is some confusion in her observations in that she argues that four of the relevant officers were not in attendance at the meeting at all, and that she at least was not notified.  There is also confusion in that the 61% majority required under the constitution to which she refers, relates to the preliminary vote by the executive committee before the vote on membership goes to the Party as a whole.

32. However, one fact is clear and important.  Mr. McGovern has confirmed that his membership was cancelled without stated cause or notice on 13 February 2025 and that he did not receive notification of the meeting of the executive committee. Ms. Herraty accepts that Mr. McGovern did not receive notice of the meeting and she describes this as “very very unfortunate”. She asserts that the absence of notice to Mr. McGovern was not “malicious”, and that his son had been notified of the meeting by e-mail. It is not clear whether Mr. McGovern’s son was a member, nor is it clear that he had authority to accept notice on behalf of his father.   No evidence is offered to support a proposition that the notice to Mr. McGovern’s son could be sufficient notice, and the Board does not intend to speculate in this regard. Further, the evidence that is offered is that notice was given to Mr. McGovern’s son of the meeting of members, and no evidence whatsoever is offered that he was notified of the intention to hold a meeting of the executive committee. The reasonableness or adequacy of notice is not tested in the light of either malice or bad intentions on the part of the notice giver. It is tested objectively in the light of the circumstances.  The argument that no malice was intended is therefore not relevant to the appeal.  There being no evidence to support the proposition that notice to Mr. McGovern’s son could be adequate to notify his father, the Board rejects the argument that Mr. McGovern was notified of the intention to hold a meeting of the executive.

33. Ms. Herraty makes the point that the decision of two of those who attended the meeting of the executive could not, on the facts, have been displaced by another vote, because both she and Mr. Blighe voted in favor of the relevant changes and therefore the 61% threshold would have been achieved by their combined votes. This argument omits taking account of the possibility that had Mr. McGovern attended the meeting he might have influenced the decision of some of the other attendees. The legal requirements that all persons entitled to attend a meeting must be notified of the intention to hold that meeting is not met by an argument that the attendance of that person would not, or could not, have made any difference to the outcome, when a vote is usually the result of the discussion or debate or presentation of a position by and to those attending.

34. The Board considers that the accepted fact that Mr. McGovern did not receive notice of the intention to hold the meeting of the executive is a matter of significant concern, and, taken alone, is sufficient to invalidate the decisions taken at the meeting. Moreover only two persons attended the committee meeting, and while the Party constitution makes no provision for how a quorum is to be calculated, on any reasonable reading of Article 5 of the constitution, which requires that the committee nomination selection “shall be subject to appointment by the executive committee by consensus majority of 61%”, a committee meeting held without notice to one at least of the six members, and at which only two of the six members did in fact attend, would not be quorate, and did not meet the requirement of a “consensus majority” which must be taken to mean that a high degree of unanimity of the executive committee was required to make a decision.

35. It is possible to argue that a degree of informality is permissible in the calling of meetings of the executive committee, given that it was a small committee and that the members were frequently in contact with one another to resolve issues of a day-to-day nature. The decision of the High Court of England and Wales in Re GKN Sports Club  is the leading case on the appropriateness of an unduly strict reading of the legal requirements for notice.  There Megarry V-C, stated:

“In such cases [involving clubs], the court usually has to take a broad sword to the problems and eschew an unduly meticulous examination of the rules and resolutions. I am not, of course, saying that these should be ignored; but usually there is a considerable degree of informality in the conduct of the affairs of such clubs, and I think that the courts have to be ready to allow general concepts of reasonableness, fairness and common sense to be given more than their usual weight when confronted by claims to the contrary which appear to be based on any strict interpretation and rigid application of the letter of the rules. In other words, allowance must be made for some play in the joints.”

36. This quotation was cited with approval by the Supreme Court in the Roadstone Sports and Social Club case, Dunne v Mahon. However in the light of the factors analysed above the Board, even taking a degree of flexibility or common sense to the issue of the holding of the meeting of the executive committee, does not find it possible to conclude that the meeting was properly called. The proceedings at that meeting in those circumstances could not reasonably be said to reflect the decision of the executive committee as a whole.

37. For completeness, the Board accepts that there is a sufficient record of the decisions made at the executive meeting.  There is a record of a motion to elect Derek Blighe as chairman, Anthony Casey as president and Sarah Harrity as vice chair. The language used for the executive committee members differs from that for which the constitution provides, but for the present purposes one can assume that the reference to the “president” is to the party leader.

38. Whilst the Board is not satisfied that reasonable notice was given of the intention to hold a meeting of the executive committee which preceded the meeting of members, it considers it prudent to consider also the meeting of the membership at which were taken the relevant decisions under appeal.  It is this meeting above all that was flawed in a critical and fatal manner.  

The meeting of the party members: was notice adequate?

39. The meeting of members was notified through an e-mail to “membershipIreland First i.e.” where the meeting was described as “important”, the items on the agenda were “key updates” “strategic plans” and “upcoming initiatives”.

40. The date of the meeting was stated as Sunday 16 February 2025 and a Zoom link provided. It is not clear from the e-mail when it was sent, but it is possible to extrapolate that it was sent on or about the 14 February 2025. 

41. It is not disputed that some fault in the IT system of the Party had resulted in erroneous communication to some members that their membership had been cancelled. It does not matter for the purposes of this appeal why this error occurred, but in the days leading up to the meeting some members, and again it does not matter how many, received a notification of the cancellation of their membership although they were at the time fully paid-up members.

42. The Board accepts the argument of Ms. Maguire that, while Ms. Herraty attributes membership cancellations to administrative or technical issues, the fact remains that members received erroneous communication indicating that their memberships had been cancelled, materially affecting their understanding of their status, and had, or could have had, the effect that they were excluded from a pivotal governance meeting. Any leadership or governance meeting ought to have been deferred until all members, including committee members, were contacted and the positions clarified. 

43. Ms. Herraty makes the argument, although she offers no evidence to support the proposition, that at most 20 members of the of the members were not “captured from the export from the system those”. The most she furnished by way of evidence is a screenshot showing the names and e-mail addresses of 19 persons. A party must have a least 300 members to be registered under the Act, and attendance at the meeting of members was very low indeed. The low attendance should have been a matter of concern for the organisers and is of significance to this appeal. 


44. Ms. Herraty made the point that “short notice was standard operating procedures for all meetings” but also noted that it had initially been thought that the meeting should be “1 1/2 weeks later on 23rd February 2025” but that “Derek was pushing to have the meeting ASAP and therefore we settled on Sunday 16th February 2025”. This suggests that it was the intention at the meeting to deal with the election of the executive committee, and the matter seems to have been regarded as sufficiently important to have allowed one and a half weeks between the giving of notice and the holding of the meeting.

45. Ms. Maguire also makes the point that there was no quorum at the meeting, but there is nothing in the constitution to identify how a quorum was to be calculated.  The appeal cannot be resolved on a consideration of the question of whether a quorum was met.


46. The names and addresses of the recipient show that the email was sent to 19 persons in all.  It is not asserted that the email was sent to only these persons, but it remains unclear how many persons did in fact receive notice.  Ms Herraty says she does not have access to the Party files and can give no further information or evidence.  The Board asked her for further evidence of the sending of the notice to the membership, but none was forthcoming. The Board does not consider it to be acceptable practice that the files were not maintained in a secure location, and the officers of a political party should retain and file in a safe and secure manner details of notices, and recipients of notice, for meetings held at which decisions are made that impact to such a significant extent on the composition of the decision making body of the party.   

47. The Board considers that it does not have sufficient information or uncontested facts to make a determination on whether all members were in fact notified but considers that it can determine the matters in the appeal without taking a view on this question as Ms Maguire is accepted as being a necessary notice party, and she was not notified. 

48. The Board considers that the evidence points to a conclusion that all persons entitled to receive notice did not in fact receive notice of the intention to hold a meeting of the membership on 16 February 2025.   This is a fatal flaw.   Further, as we now explain, the notice was inadequate in regard to its content.

The contents of the notice: was it reasonable and sufficient? 

49. Another consideration presents in the test of reasonableness.  In Re GKN Sports Club, it was held that whether notice was reasonable includes the significance of what is being considered. 

50. Nothing in the notice indicated that what was proposed was a change of committee membership.  The constitution of the Party provides that the committee is elected every four years by the members, and accordingly the change of composition is not an everyday matter. 

51. The Board considers that the email notice could not be said to constitute reasonable notice of the meeting. It contained no details of the fact that a vote was intended on matters as important as the election of the president or “leader” of the party and other officials with executive power, and the statutory nominated officers and the change of the party logo.

52. A person reading the agenda line items which made reference to “key updates” “strategic plans” and “upcoming initiatives”, could not reasonably have known that a new national executive was proposed and an entirely new governance of the Party and a change of logo. They could therefore not have been in a position to come to an informed decision as to the importance of the matters intended to be discussed and resolved at the meeting and accordingly could not have made an informed decision whether to attend or to express an intention to attend, and have known that matters of such importance was to be dealt with at the meeting. 

Conclusion

53. The consequence of the admitted failure to notify at least one member of the executive committee of the meeting of that committee, the lack of evidence as to the recipients of the e-mail giving notice of the holding of a meeting of members, the fact that it is acknowledged by Ms. Herraty that 20 at least of the members did not receive the e-mail notice, the fact that it was known that there were IT issues which had caused erroneous emails to be sent to persons notifying them that their membership had been cancelled, and the fact that the notice did not identify the important matters intended to be considered, all combine to lead the Board to the view that the notice of the meeting of members was inadequate in a number of respects. First, it cannot be shown that it was sent to all persons entitled to receive it. Second, it did not contain reasonable or adequate notice as to the matters intended to be discussed, and voted upon, at the meeting, particularly as it was clear to the executive committee that the election of new committee members was intended. The Board does not need to resolve contested issues of facts to come to this conclusion and reaches this decision on the uncontested evidence both as to the notification of and content of the notice, all of which need to be seen in the context when notice was at best very short indeed and the attendance at the meeting of members, at which the impugned decisions were taken, was a very small fraction of the members entitled to attend and vote.

54. The notice did not meet the legal test of reasonableness in those circumstances, and was less than one might expect in a political party.   The meeting of the executive committee was not validly constituted.  The meeting of members was flawed on account of the inadequacy of the notice.  The decisions taken at the meetings were therefore not validly taken and are not operative.  

Decision 
[image: ]For the reasons stated the Board allows the appeal of Ms. Maguire.  The register of authorised officers remains unchanged.

  
Marie Baker, Chairperson
An Coimisiún Toghcháin 
Dublin Castle
Dublin 
July 13, 2026 
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