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Chapter 3

Engagement with the Press

In July, at the outset of the campaign, the Commission decided to seek a short, 
intense period of engagement with the media to establish itself in the eyes of the 
media and the broader public as the credible and reliable source of information. 
Shortly after it was set up, the Chairman Mr Justice Frank Clarke did an interview 
with RTE explaining his and the Commission’s role. He wrote an opinion piece 
for The Irish Times and a similar one on the same day for the Irish Daily Star 
asserting that it would not be difficult for voters to understand the Treaty. He also 
did an interview with Independent News Network which was syndicated to around 
20 regional radio stations around the State. This public engagement was very 
positively reviewed by the media and it laid the ground for substantial engagement 
with the media as the campaign progressed.

The Commission held a press conference in Dublin in early September to  
launch the details of its campaign.
 
The Commission and RTE agreed that for each of the final four Fridays of the 
campaign, the Chairman would appear on Morning Ireland in a substantial question 
and answer session on the Treaty. This was designed to give information on the 
Treaty and to address issues as they came up during the campaign.  
Each of the Morning Ireland sessions was preceded by a Commission meeting  
on the previous day. 

The Commission also agreed with the Irish Daily Star that the Chairman would 
write a daily question and answer column in that newspaper, explaining key aspects 
of the Treaty, for the final four weeks of the campaign. The Chairman also did an 
interview with The Irish Times, two interviews on NewsTalk, a lengthy interview on 
RTE’s Saturday View programme and an appearance on an RTE “Campaign Diary” 
television programme near the end of the campaign.

The variety of media outlets through which the Commission sought to convey its 
information allowed a broad audience across all demographic groups to be reached. 

In a lively campaign, with articulate and vociferous protagonists on  
each side of the argument, the Chairman’s accessibility and the active  
public role he played reinforced the role of the Commission as the credible 
impartial source of information.

Monitoring of public interest and awareness

The Commission conducted three opinion polls. Each sought to assess  
the level of public understanding of the Treaty in general, and to ascertain  
the issues that were of concern to voters in relation to the referendum.
 
The first poll taken in July informed the Commission’s decision to organise its 
public information campaign on the basis that voters were starting with a higher 
level of understanding of the Treaty than in 2008. The results were also considered 
when the Commission was deciding what issues it should focus on in its material.

The second opinion poll, in early September, showed growing understanding  
of the Treaty and also identified some new issues that were of concern which  
had not emerged earlier. These findings informed some changes in the text  
of the Commission’s advertising.

The final wave of research took place immediately after polling day. It was 
designed primarily to assess in detail the effectiveness of different elements 
of the Commission campaign both to measure value for money and to inform 
future Commissions in their work.

In deciding what questions to put to voters, the Commission was conscious of 
the need to ask questions that would allow for valid comparisons between polls 
taken during the 2008 and 2009 referendums. In 2009 it used the same research 
company, Behaviour and Attitudes, as had the 2008 Commission. Several of the 
key questions asked in 2009 were identical to those asked in 2008.

A number of clear trends emerged. Perhaps the most fundamental for  
the Commission was the steady change in voter understanding of the Lisbon 
Treaty. Voters were asked to choose between five different descriptions of  
their level of understanding of the Treaty, ranging from one saying that they  
did not understand it at all to, at the other end of the scale, one saying they 
understood it very well. This question was asked three times during the 2008 
campaign and three times during the 2009 campaign.  

The results are shown in the table below:

Voters’ stated understanding of the Treaty rose steadily as the campaign 
progressed, as indeed it had done since the first of the 2008 Commission’s  
polls in April of that year. In April 2008, just 20 per cent said they understood  
the referendum to some extent, quite well or very well. In May 2008, this had 
risen to 27 per cent and in June 2008 it stood at 44 per cent.

At the outset of the 2009 campaign in July 2009, this had risen to 60 per cent, 
rising to 63 per cent in September to a high of 72 per cent immediately after 
polling day.

The efforts of the Commission and the volume of communication by 
campaigners in the course of the campaigns undoubtedly helped increase 
public understanding. The polling company suggested that the increase in 
understanding between the campaigns was due to the fact that discussion 
of the Treaty did not stop after polling day in 2008 but continued between the 
two referendums, in particular during the 2009 European Parliament election 
campaign. The polling company suggests, and the Commission tends to 
agree, that this discussion over a prolonged period helped increase  
public understanding.

The Commission was very pleased with the actual voter turnout of  
approximately 58% on polling day of 2nd October. 

And by the time this year’s Lisbon Treaty Referendum was held on 2nd October last, how well do you feel 
you understood what the Lisbon Treaty Referendum was about, on a scale of 1 to 5 where 1 is you feel you 
understood it very well and 5 is you did not understand it at all?

PROBE TO APPROPRIATE CODE  53

By the time 2009 voting day arrived, 72% claimed at least some understanding of the Lisbon Treaty Referendum

Do not understand it at all
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Chapter 3

Research findings on Commission Campaign

Overall, the post-campaign research found voters to have 
been more engaged with the 2009 campaign than that in 2008. 
The post-campaign research was designed mainly to assess 
the impact of different aspects of the Commission campaign. 
The single most important aspect of Commission campaigns 
is usually seen as the guide to the referendum proposal that 
is delivered to all homes. Some 77 per cent of voters said they 
had received the guide. The guide was in fact delivered to all 
homes and it may be the case that some voters did not pay 
much attention to it when it arrived, and did not remember 
receiving it. Of those who received it, 33 per cent said they read 
all or most of the guide, 48 per cent read certain parts of it  
and 19 per cent said they did not read any of it.

A clear majority of those who received it found it helpful  
as shown in the table opposite: 

The great majority of respondents said they had been 
exposed to at least one element of the Referendum 
Commission’s campaign. The free-to-air broadcast was 
seen as the most effective communications tool used. 
A point raised by a significant number of focus group 
participants was that the Commission would have much 
greater impact if it could begin its campaign earlier than 
it does. This is a point typically made by every Referendum 
Commission. The law currently only allows for the 
establishment of a Referendum Commission quite close 
to polling day, and if the law could be changed to allow for 
an earlier start or for a permanent standing Referendum 
Commission, this would allow the Commission fulfil its 
mandate more effectively.

The majority of those who 
received the guide found it 
helpful in improving their 
understanding.}

Q. 10   How helpful did you �nd the guide in improving your 
            understanding of the Lisbon Treaty Referendum?

Very helpful

Quite helpful

Not particularly helpful

Not helpful at all

Don't Know

19%

38%

18%

16%

9%

How helpful the guide was
Base: All receiving guide (n=392)
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Approval of Bodies for the Purposes of the Referendum

The Referendum Act 1998 provides that a body may apply to the Referendum 
Commission for a declaration that it is an approved body for the purposes of a 
referendum. Approved bodies are entitled to appoint agents to attend at the issue 
and opening of postal voters’ ballot papers, at polling stations and at the counting  
of votes. Members of both Houses of the Oireachtas, who currently have the right  
to appoint such agents, would continue to have this right.

In order to become an approved body, an applicant must fulfil certain conditions: 
  

The Referendum Commission may refuse to make a declaration if 
a body does not fulfil the relevant conditions, or fails to provide the 
Commission with reasonable information or documentation which 
the Commission considers necessary to determine the application.

The Commission may also revoke a declaration made by it in 
relation to a body where it is satisfied that false information has 
been furnished to it. The Act also provides, under section 9, that it 
will be an offence knowingly to provide false information in relation 
to an application.

On 27 August 2009, advertisements were placed in the national 
press inviting applications from bodies seeking approval for the 
purposes of the referendum. The specified closing date was 8 
September 2009. Following the application process the Commission 
approved 11 bodies. These bodies are listed in the following table.
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The body must be a body corporate or unincorporated body which, or a branch 
of which, is established in the State, governed by a constitution, a memorandum 
of association or other such document or other written rules and having a 
membership of not less than 300;

The body must have an interest in the referendum and have a name which is not 
identical to, or does not closely resemble, the name of a political party registered 
in the Register of Political Parties. A political party for the time being registered  
in the Register of Political Parties is deemed to be a body for the purposes of the  
Act and need not establish compliance with the above conditions;  

Applications must be made on the official form, which is available from  
the Commission and must be submitted within such time as the Commission  
may specify. 

Two bodies applied for approved status but were not considered because  
the applications were received late:

Approved Body
Fianna Fáil

Fine Gael

The Labour Party

CÓIR

The Workers Party

Christian Solidarity Party

The Green Party

Sinn Féin

Seniors Solidarity Party

People Before Profit Alliance

Peoples Movement

Body
South Kerry Independent Alliance	 Clasheen, Killarney, Co Kerry

Socialist Workers Party                              1 Galtymore Drive, Drimnagh, Dublin 12

Address
Fianna Fáil, 65-66 Lower Mount Street, Dublin 2

Fine Gael, 51 Upper Mount Street, Dublin 2

17 Ely Place, Dublin 2

54 Elizabeth Street, Dublin 3

12 Mountjoy Square, Dublin 1

14 North Frederick Street, Dublin 1

16 Suffolk Street, Dublin 2

c/o 44 Parnell Square, Dublin 1

1A Seafield Court, Bissett Strand, Malahide, Co. Dublin

26 Elmwood Avenue, Ranelagh, Dublin 6

25 Shanowen Crescent, Dublin 9

Address
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Recommendations

Based on its experience in this and previous referendum campaigns the 
Commission wishes to repeat a number of previous recommendations made  
to the Minister for the Environment, Heritage and Local Government who has 
overall responsibility for franchise and electoral matters. The Commission also 
requests that the Oireachtas give consideration to these recommendations.

The Commission recommends that the Minister should consider:
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1. �Establishment of an independent body - such as the proposed Electoral 
Commission - which would consolidate the various electoral functions, 
including those of the Referendum Commission. It is noted that the 
establishment of an Electoral Commission has been mooted by the 
Government and the Commission welcomes such a proposal.

This was also a recommendation of the Referendum Commission 
established for the 27th Amendment of the Constitution Bill 2004 (Irish 
Citizenship). That Commission pointed out that “Such a body would have 
the additional advantage of being a permanent and ongoing body, which in 
the case of referendums at least, would have ample time to prepare and 
promote public awareness of important constitutional amendments, in 
which respect the forthcoming referendum to ratify the EU Constitution is 
an obvious example. In any event, ample time clearly must be given to the 
Referendum Commission to enable it to explain and promote awareness of 
the referendum on the EU Constitution.” 

2. �Amending the Referendum Act 1998 in order to allow the Commission 
to be established in advance of the date on which a Referendum Bill is 
initiated in Dáil Éireann. It is essential that this happen as the Commission 
must operate in accordance with EU Directives in relation to procurement. 
It is also particularly necessary in the case of complex proposals such as 
the Referendum on the Lisbon Treaty. 

Recommendation 2 might be considered if there is likely to be a delay in 
establishing the proposed Electoral Commission. Reforms such as these 
would address repeated requests from previous Referendum Commissions 
that they be given more time to discharge the statutory functions conferred 
by existing legislation. 
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Appendix  

Expenditure on the Information Campaign

Advertising (excluding press)
		
Legal Costs	

Press & other public awareness promotions	
				  
Postal & other distribution costs	
				  
Printing & Design of Publications	

Other administration costs	

Translation				  
					   
Miscellaneous (Office supplies etc.)				  
				  

Total
Already returned to the Department of Foreign Affairs 

*Total
*Subject to Final Accounts

(Note: approximately €19,054 in invoices is still outstanding)

1,148,331
		
51,170

1,286,558
			 
265,519
			 
180,603

140,263

2,921			 
			 
7,356
			 
			 
3,082,721
1,098,225

4,180,946

€
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