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‘IN DEFENCE OF COUNCILLORS’
Challenges At the Coalface of Democracy

Exploring the theme ‘In Defence 
of Councillors’ the eighth Annual 
Public Lecture Series of UCC’s 
Centre for Local and Regional 
Governance (CLRG) heard 
about ongoing challenges 
faced by councillors, in relation 
to emerging issues such as 
online intimidation and physical 
attacks, which are impacting 
on the wellbeing and safety of 
elected members.

Following the welcoming address 
by Dr Mary C. Murphy, UCC’s 
Head of the Department of 
Government and Politics, Lord 

Mayor of Cork Cllr Kieran McCarthy 
noted that councillors must be prepared 
to “make sacrifices in their personal lives 
and in their personal time” but added that 
being a local public representative remains 
“an enjoyable and rewarding experience”. 

Presenting his Director’s Report for 
2022-23, Dr. Aodh Quinlivan highlighted 
recent CLRG publications and research 
outputs, including a report on gender 
equality in Cork City Council. 

Marking her major contribution to 
the study and understanding of Irish 
local government, former lecturer at the 

Presenting his CLRG Director’s Report for 2022-23, Dr Aodh Quinlivan highlighted a 
recent report on gender equality in Cork City Council.

Dr Mary C. Murphy, UCC’s Head of the 
Department of Government and Politics

University of Limerick Dr Bríd Quinn 
was presented with the CLRG Philip 
Monahan Recognition Award by the 
Lord Mayor of Cork.

Dr Quinn, who was one of three 
keynote speakers, described the ‘saga’ 
of Limerick’s Directly Elected Mayor 
(DEM) and what we may expect from 
the historic mayoral election of 2024. 
She raised issues about the three Ms 
– Mandate, Mechanisms and Means – 
and queried if the political will exists 
to enable Limerick to pioneer a strong 
DEM system. 

Ending on a positive note, she noted 
that the draft DEM model for Limerick 
is ambitious and comprehensive, and 
expressed confidence that Limerick 
can make history in 2024 and become 
an exemplar within the Irish local 
government system. 

EFFECTS OF ABUSE AND INTIMIDATION
Fine Gael’s Councillor Emma Blain, Dún 
Laoghaire/Rathdown County Council, 
described her role as a councillor as a 

vocation rather than a job. However, 
being at the coalface of democracy 
presented challenges, she added, 
especially in relation to emerging issues 
which are impacting on the wellbeing and 
safety of elected members. 

Cllr Blain criticised protests which 
have taken place outside the homes 
of councillors, as well as the growing 
incidents of physical attacks and online 
abuse. Drawing on recent research by the 
Association of Irish Local Government 
(AILG), she highlighted the fact that over 
57% of respondents were ‘worried’ or 
‘extremely worried’ about the impact 
of threats, harassment and intimidation 
on their families. Amongst other safety 
measures, she called for the postal 
addresses of councillors to be removed 
from local authority websites. 

Prof Colin Copus (Emeritus Professor 
of Local Politics at De Montfort 
University in Leicester), noted that 
abuse and intimidation of councillors is 
unfortunately a global trend. He pointed 
out that the accessibility of elected 
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Dr Bríd Quinn received the CLRG Philip Monahan 
Recognition Award for 2023, which is presented 
annually to an individual who has made a major 
contribution to local government at home and abroad.

On announcing the award, CLRG’s Director Dr. Aodh 
Quinlivan stated: “Bríd is a highly 
respected leader and trailblazer in 
the study of Irish local government. 
She is a worthy recipient of the Philip 
Monahan Award and DCU’s Prof 
Deiric O’Broin and AILG’s Tommy 
Moylan attended the event in UCC to 
share in this moment, and to express 
their gratitude to Bríd for all the work 
she has done and continues to do.”

Dr Quinn specialised in local 
governance, EU regional and 
territorial policies, multi-level 
governance and administrative 
reform, right up to her retirement 
from the University of Limerick  in 
2018.

She now carries out consultancy 
work within the spheres of local 
government and local development, 
as well as public sector reform, in 
addition to serving as a member of 
the Council of Europe’s Group of 
Independent Experts. 

In this capacity, Dr Quinn participates in local 
government country reviews and election monitoring, 
most recently in Moldova. She has published widely 
and, in 2022, served on the Expert Advisory Group 
supporting the Dublin Citizens’ Assembly.

Cllr Emma Blain criticised protests which have taken 
place outside the homes of councillors, as well as the 
growing incidents of physical attacks and online abuse.

members is a great strength of local government but also a danger. 
“The effects of abuse and intimidation are such that councillors may 

be deterred from making decisions or speaking on certain issues. Many 
councillors in the UK have resigned their seats in recent years, often 
citing concerns about their mental and physical wellbeing. People 
are fearful of standing for election and this is weakening democratic 
participation,” he noted.

Prof Copus recommended that local authorities should provide training 
for councillors in responding to intimidating and physically threatening 
situations. “Consideration 
needs to be given to providing 
councillors with ‘minders’ 
during on-site visits or when 
alone on council business, as 
well as the use of personal 
alarm systems and a 24-hour 
emergency phone number.”

Finally, he argued that local 
authorities need to have 
specialist staff members with 
the role of identifying fake 
websites and news outlets, so 
as to refute false allegations 
about or involving councillors.

Lord Mayor of Cork Cllr Kieran McCarthy presented Dr Quinn with the Philip 
Monahan Recognition Award during the CLRG Public Lecture Series in 
November 2023.

MAJOR CONTRIBUTION TO LOCAL GOVERNMENT SECTOR REWARDED

Prof Colin Copus (Emeritus Professor of 
Local Politics at De Montfort University 
in Leicester)


