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Foreword
As the only Independent woman sitting at the Cabinet
table – and as a migrant – I am keenly aware that Irish
politics still does not reflect the communities which it is
supposed to serve. For too long political voices have been
largely male, pale and stale, drawn from two establishment
parties. This is true not only of national politics but also at
the grassroots, with just 0.3 per cent (three out of 949) of
our locally elected leaders from a migrant background.
That this has happened in the very inclusive policy context
which allows all residents to run for local election, is even
more concerning. I commend the Immigrant Council of
Ireland’s multi-pronged approach to tackling this issue in
recent years.
This includes capacity building work among migrant
communities advising them of their voting rights through
workshops and mobilisation events, the development of
multilingual videos providing practical advice on how to
register, vote and run, and this political internship scheme.
Building partnerships is crucial for success and I know
the Immigrant Council of Ireland works closely with other
migrant rights organisations, political parties, the Office
for the Promotion of Migrant Integration within the
Department of Justice and Equality and more recently
with the Department of Housing, Planning and Local
Government to improve this situation.
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The participants in this scheme shed light on what
we are missing in communities across the country
by not having people of migrant background among
our public representatives. What is also striking is the
impact the scheme had on the Councillors involved.
They reflect on a truly valuable scheme which broadens
the perspective of long-standing public representatives,
building their awareness and understanding of what
life is like as a migrant in Ireland.
While our democracy may not be perfect, its roots
in local communities and local politics is one of its
strengths. If democracy is to work then it must be
connected with communities. We must never return to
backroom deals, golden circles or cronyism.
Politics must be open to all. The Immigrant Council of
Ireland has shone a light on the need to continue the
positive change of recent years.
As an Independent campaigner striving for social
justice it is my firm hope that others will join the cause
by running for office, or voting for those who support
positive change and an Ireland where everyone can
expect fairness, equality and justice.
Ms Katherine Zappone, TD
Minister for Children and Youth Affairs
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Introduction

The 1990s are a key period in the
migration story of Ireland. It was
during these years that net inward
migration (of non-Irish citizens)
began to exceed the number of
people leaving the country. While
Ireland has a long hidden history
of immigration, it was not until the
late 1990s that it began to happen
on a large scale and for considerable
periods. For a country with hundreds
of years of history of net emigration
this was a big shift. We now have
many young Irish people born to an
immigrant parent whose only home
will always be Ireland. Indeed we
will soon have many young people
whose grandparents were migrants
to Ireland. In a relatively short
period of time Ireland and Irish
people have become significantly
more ethnically diverse, with the
latest census reporting approx.
one in eight of the population is a
non-national. This brings societal
and institutional challenges, but as
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a country relatively inexperienced
in diversity, we are well placed
to learn from others which
experienced large scale immigration
many decades before Ireland.
The Immigrant Council of Ireland was
set up in 2001 to develop innovative,
human rights based responses to
Ireland’s changing society, including
providing legal advice and support
to secure improved rights and
protections which benefit Irish
citizens, migrants and their families.
The organisation uses this experience
to put forward clear, evidence based
proposals to positively influence
Irish policy and laws. During the past
17 years, we have become one of
the lead organisations in the areas
of immigration and integration.
Over the years a key focus has
been on the strategic importance
of promoting, encouraging and
supporting the political participation
of migrants in Ireland.

In 2007 a Minister of State for
Integration Policy was established by
the government and in 2008 Migration
Nation was published. This was an
Irish Government’s first significant
policy statement on migrant
integration. Following the financial
crisis (2009/2010) and change of
government (2011) the position was
abolished, but re-established in
2014 and reshaped further in 2016 to
encompass equality and immigration.
A much more detailed document
was published in 2017 which ranks
as Ireland’s first migrant integration
strategy. The Migrant Integration
Strategy: A Blueprint for the Future
set out 76 actions across government
departments and sectors of society.
Political participation of migrants is
cited in three of the proposed actions.
The potential for political
participation to facilitate migrant
integration in Ireland is greater than
in most other countries. All people
resident in Ireland, regardless of their
nationality or type of immigration
status, can not only vote in local
elections but also run for local
election. However there is a huge gap
between these rights and the degree
to which they are realised. Of the 949
elected Councillors just 3 are from a
migrant background, less than one
third of one percent. Voter registration
rates are also very low with only
between 33 and 50 per cent of eligible
migrants registered to vote in the
various local authorities in Ireland.

In response to this situation the
Immigrant Council of Ireland has
been working on a number of
initiatives in recent years aimed at
promoting and increasing migrant
participation in politics in Ireland.
Following from the success of the
Opening Power to Diversity scheme
run by Crosscare with TDs and
Senators from 2012 to 2015, the
Immigrant Council of Ireland adapted
the model to local government level.
In 2016, in conjunction with Forum
Polonia, the Immigrant Council of
Ireland piloted a small number of
internships with Councillors from
Dublin City Council. In December
2017 the Immigrant Council of
Ireland put out a public call for
migrant participants in a CouncillorMigrant Internship Scheme.

The objectives of the
scheme are threefold:
To offer the intern a practical
educational experience and
insight into local politics
To make a connection between
local migrant communities
and their local government
To promote diversity among
politicians, the political
establishment and society at large
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How the scheme worked

In December 2017 the Immigrant
Council of Ireland put out a public
call for migrant participants in
the Councillor-Migrant Integration
Scheme. A total of 18 applications
were received and 14 applicants were
deemed to have adequate skills and
experience to participate effectively
in the scheme. The successful
candidates were placed on a panel.
Panel members were provided with
an induction and training session
on local government and what to
expect from the programme.
The 12 Local Authority areas where
the panel members lived were
identified. In February 2017 all
Councillors in the Local Authority
areas were contacted about the
scheme, invited to participate and
provided with information on the
panel member(s) living in their area.
Following an intensive liaison
process, five Councillors from
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five Local Authority areas, Fingal,
Longford, Cork City, Wicklow and
Louth, agreed to take on a migrant
intern for a four-month placement.
A framework document was agreed,
which provided the parameters for
the programme for all parties to
the process. The Internship Scheme
Guidance document outlined the
expectations and responsibilities
of the Councillor, the intern and
the Immigrant Council of Ireland.

All in all, I consider
this scheme to
be a magnificent
initiative and I would
welcome its extension
throughout the entire
country in the future.

Among the expectations for the
interns were that they would
keep a weekly learning journal of
their experiences and that they
would write three ‘diary articles’
based on their experiences
as a Councillor Intern.

Cllr Joe Behan

Adam Muchegwa originally
from Zimbabwe interned
with Cllr Anne Campbell of
Louth County Council.

The matches

Uruemu Adejinmi originally
from Nigeria interned
with Cllr Joe Flaherty of
Longford County Council

Anne Waithira Burke
originally from Kenya
interned with Cllr Joe Behan
of Wicklow County Council

Yulia Ghumman originally
from Ukraine interned
with Cllr Duncan Smith of
Fingal County Council
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Fahmeda Naheed originally from
Pakistan interned with Cllr Mick
Nugent of Cork City Council
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The experiences
of the interns

The following are some
excerpts from the diary articles
of some of the interns.

Adam Muchegwa
(Cllr Anne Campbell, Louth County Council)

In March I witnessed my first
constituency clinic with Councillor
Campbell. I was impressed by the
interest she showed to people’s
problems and the professionalism
with which she provided her advice
and guidance. The highlight of the
10

clinic for me was when an immigrant
constituent presented to the office
to seek advice on an expired GNIB
card. Showing her awareness of the
Data Protection requirements, she
asked the person for consent to deal
with his immigration query. Only

when he had given his consent did
she proceed to write to the local
immigration office on his behalf. In
the evening, I had the opportunity
to attend my first Municipal District
of Dundalk Council meeting where
I was roundly welcomed. Councillor
Campbell was again impressive
in the way she represented her
constituents, raising pertinent
issues like rent arrears, road repairs
and burst pipes. I also noticed
and admired the mutual respect
between the Councillors and the
officials, a clear sign that both
were determined to work for the
betterment of the community.
At the first full council meeting I
attended, the major issue on agenda
was the suspension of the Drogheda
Parking By-Laws for three months
due to what council officials said
were ‘unsatisfactory’ issues and how
the council was going to raise the
€300,000 deficit which was going
to arise from the suspension of the
parking fees. Despite the serious
disagreements on this issue among
the Councillors and officials, I was
left with no doubt that this was the
best example of democracy at work.

this segment was meeting Deputy
Gerry Adams, one of the icons of
Irish politics, at his Dundalk offices.
While I continued to attend
Councillor Campbell’s clinics every
Tuesday, I spent most of my time
doing research on the reports
which she presents to council for
adoption. Councillor Campbell
is very passionate about these
projects and is determined to have
them approved and adopted by the
council before the end of the year.
To this end, I have written several
emails to several organisations to
acquire for information on these
projects on behalf of Councillor
Campbell. I must point out that
none of these projects has ever
been implemented in any Irish
council, hence my motivation to be
associated with these great projects,
if indeed they are implemented.

The second segment of the
internship scheme was even more
exciting than the first, because
I went beyond just witnessing
Councillor Campbell conducting
her clinics. I was able to meet with
other Councillors and senior council
officials. One of the highlights of
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Fahmeda Naheed

Uruemu Adejinmi

(Cllr Mick Nugent, Cork City Council)

(Cllr Joe Flaherty, Longford County Council)

The Councillor-Migrant Internship
Scheme is an initiative of the
Immigrant Council of Ireland. The
target audience of the scheme is Irish
citizens from a migrant background
who are interested to experience how
local politics operates in Ireland. I
worked with Councillor Mick Nugent Sinn Féin Councillor for Cork City North
West Ward from March 2018 to July
2018. My core objective was to learn
how local politics works in Cork City,
especially in the North West Ward, as
I am resident of this area. I was also
very keen to see public participation
in action, for example how people
raise their local issues; the Councillors
and political party’s initiatives towards
community work; and how Councillors
address local issues within their
constituencies. It was also interesting
to see Sinn Féin’s campaigns on
national issues including the Repeal
the 8th campaign and housing crisis.

My internship started with a sitdown meeting with Councillor
Flaherty, giving me great insight into
the political landscape of County
Longford as well as an explanation
on the voting procedures, voter
eligibility and the importance of
migrant engagement in local politics.
Councillor Flaherty introduced
me to other migrant community
representatives as well as key
officials in the Longford County
Council, including the Director
of Services for Community and
Enterprise and the Coordinator of
the Longford Public Partnership
Network (PPN), to ensure I had the
best experience as a political intern.

Awareness about other national
issues were key focuses of the
Councillors and public, e.g. cancer
and mental health and suicide
issues, campaigning for rights of
workers, water protests, healthy
living. Working with other local and
national organisations to create
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more awareness and collecting
donations for local charities
were part of the internship.
This internship also covered other
aspects of local politics in Cork. It
involved Sinn Fein’s party meetings,
meeting with Sinn Féin President
Mary Lou McDonald, TD, during her
visit to Cork along with Donnchadh
O Laoghaire, TD, and Liadh Ní Riada,
MEP, plus public meetings in local
areas, and Cork City Hall, attending
Councillor Nugent’s office on Fridays
during his clinics when local people
come and raise their day-to-day
concerns and trust that Councillors
will address their problems. Most
interestingly, it was very special for
me to attend the public gathering in
City Council for election of new Lord
Mayor and Deputy Lord Mayor – it was
fascinating to see the voting patterns
in practice and the enthusiasm of
people during their engagement.
Overall, this scheme provided me
with the opportunity to meet with
political representatives from my area
as well as a feeling of belongingness
to this country and working to
bring change by participation in
activities and raising our voices.

I received a warm welcome at my
first County Council meeting and
was lauded for my interest and
involvement in local politics. The
Councillors all echoed their approval
of the scheme and expressed
their willingness to participate in
more internship exercises. During
the council meeting, economic
development of the community was
discussed as well as concerns of
the constituents by way of motions.
This experience has driven home
for me the importance of adequate

representation in council meetings
and I am more determined to work
with the local council to improve
migrant relations in the community
and encourage participation of
other migrants in politics.
I met with the Senior Executive Officer
of the County Council and I learned
about the structure of the Council
and the committees responsible for
advising on, enacting and enforcing
policies as well as the positions of
the Councillors in the value chain. It
was a very interesting and informative
meeting. I was also included in
an intercultural working group
commissioned by the County Council
to come up with an Intercultural
Strategy for County Longford. As part
of the activities planned, meetings
were scheduled with various
community groups and I organised
a meeting with Africans to have our
input in the development initiative.
I have since registered the Longford
Africans Network, an organisation to
champion the interests of Africans
in the local community in securing
employment and contributing
to economic growth as well as
participating in social activities.
Other activities I witnessed at the
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County and Town Council Meetings
included the launch of a recently
completed bridge by the outgoing
Cathaoirleach and election of new
Cathaoirleach and Leas Cathaoirleach.
One task I enjoyed was door-to-door
canvassing with Councillor Flaherty.
We canvassed in Dun Darragh
Housing Estate, Longford, meeting
home occupants and enquiring about
their general welfare. It was also an
opportunity to update the Longford
register as some homes had new
occupants. Prior to my internship, I
would have had little engagement
with Councillors and a home visit.
I think is a great opportunity for
the Councillors to bring back the
concerns of the polity to the council
meetings to ensure that meaningful
and impactful decisions are being
made. I also accompanied Councillor
Flaherty to other events including:
• European Minimum Income
Network (EMIN) Seminar with
panellist Councillors.
• Information evening on Politics in
Ireland organised by the Immigrant
Council of Ireland and the LCRL.
• Longford Retail 2020 – A Vision:
Setting out a route map for
retailing in Longford organised by
Councillors.
I also participated in a focus
group on social issues to come up
with touch points for submission
at the Social Inclusion Forum
held in Dublin in May 2018.
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Following the completion of the
internship I have a renewed respect
for Councillors and the time and
energy dedicated to championing
the needs of their constituents.
Being a politician and a local
Councillor is no mean feat – it can
sometimes be a thankless exercise
and one must push through barriers
to achieve the desired results.
I now endeavour to educate my
friends and acquaintances on the
political system in Ireland and
encourage their involvement. I firmly
believe that working in a political
setting is critical in integrating
migrants in the community.
A Councillor from a migrant
background would certainly be a
great influence at council meetings
in my opinion as their presence
would be a constant reminder of
the diversity of the population and
help ensure that their interests are
considered in decision making.

Yulia Ghumman
(Cllr Duncan Smith, Fingal County Council)

My first day started by meeting
Councillor Duncan Smith at Fingal
County Council Labour Party’s office.
We talked about what comprises a
Councillor’s day including queries
form local residents, the system of
submitting questions and following
answers from government, types
of meetings and procedures. I
joined Councillor Smith and local
residents in Swords to leaflet about
a new Residents’ Association in the
area. I noticed Councillor Smith
was not just a representative of
the government, but a neighbour
and a friend to the community.
In the evening we went to
Donabate for the Labour Party’s
monthly meeting. Councillor Smith
introduced me to members of the
Party and told them about the
internship scheme. People were
friendly, polite and happy to meet
me and welcome me as an intern. I
liked the structure of the meeting,
as it was to the point, everyone
was given an opportunity to speak
and express their opinions, and
it ended on time. I also noticed
that while discussing residents’
matters, members really cared
and tried to find solutions, and it

was not just a job or duty for them
but something more than that.
I enjoyed the wide experience
the internship offered, including
canvassing with Councillor
Smith and Brenda Ryan, TD, in
Lusk and attending Leinster
House, where I prepared maps
for the canvassing teams for
the Repeal the 8th campaign.
It was particularly interesting to
attend clinics and hear people
tell their stories to Councillor
Smith. I noticed that during leaflet
drops constituents often try to
get ‘mini clinics’ on the street.
I was impressed by Councillor
Smith’s and Deputy Ryan’s courtesy
in listening to everyone with
attention; writing down details
and exchanging contact details.
On the last day I was a little bit
emotional, because I had taken
so much from the programme. I
particularly commend Councillor
Smith who created a great
environment in which to work
and always maintained a positive
and easy-going attitude.
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of the entire population as well
easing the path for newly arrived
immigrants.

Feedback on the scheme

I suggest that it is publicised in every
county by the Immigrant Council.
One way to do this is to ask to make
a presentation to every County
Council in Ireland, explaining the
scheme and the benefits which flow
from it for everyone.
I was highly impressed by the

This section includes some
feedback from the post-Scheme
evaluations and reviews by
the Councillors and interns.
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All in all, I consider this scheme
to be a magnificent initiative and
I would welcome its extension
throughout the entire country in
the future.

Cllr Mick Nugent

Cllr Joe Behan

Anne assisted with calling door
to door in the Greystones area.
She assisted me with social media
upskilling. Anne attended a number
of council meetings and gave me
valuable feedback as to the content
and management of the meetings.
Anne also gave me very valuable
assistance in understanding the
immigration system in Ireland as it
affects new immigrants.

dedication of the participant I
was working with (Anne) and also
the professional approach of the
Immigrant Council of Ireland in
the way they supported Anne and
myself to ensure the internship was
a success.

I got enormous benefit from the
scheme as it opened my eyes to
the barriers that migrants face in
becoming active in political life in
this country. I now understand more
fully the need to have schemes such
as this Councillor-Migrant Internship
Scheme available on a widespread
basis throughout the whole country.
This would ensure that our new
citizens can contribute to the welfare

Fahmeda was in attendance at
my weekly advice clinic and was
on hand to guide people and
alert me when a constituent
had called in. Fahmeda also
attended several party events as
an observer, including a public
meeting in Carrigaline at which
Mary Lou McDonald, TD, was
the principal speaker, as well
as a protest in Cork City Centre
highlighting issues affecting
Palestinians. She also attended
several City Council meetings at
my invitation, including its AGM
in June where the new Mayor and
Deputy Mayor were elected.

I have benefited greatly from
the opportunity to engage with
a new Irish citizen who I found
was sharp, personable and very
knowledgeable of local politics.
Fahmeda took the lead in a
certificate awarding ceremony at
City Hall where the Ard Mhéara
presented to a number of migrants
and refugees and I was impressed
with her organisational skills.
I think the scheme is excellent.
I was impressed with Fahmeda's
abilities and I believe Fahmeda could
be running herself (and others in
attendance) in the years ahead!
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Cllr Anne Campbell

I found the scheme a huge benefit
to me personally. Adam brought his
wealth of experience as a former
civil servant to bear on my work
and has guided and helped me,
as a newly co-opted Councillor,
through council agendas, policy
areas which can be improved and
liaising with opposition Councillors
in order to help bring our ideas
forward to council. He has given me
a huge, and previously unknown,
insight into life in the immigration
system in this country and has also
helped other party members to
understand the issues involved.
I think the scheme was a really
well thought out project which
should definitely be broadened
to other councils if possible.

Final Reflections

I was exceptionally lucky to have
someone like Adam who was so
experienced and qualified to work
alongside. He helped me see things
from a different perspective. I was
surprised at how other Councillors
were kicking themselves for not
getting on board with the project as
quickly as I did. I was also surprised
at the fact that I thought I would
end up helping Adam all the time,
but it was, in fact, the other way
around. He has assisted me so much.

Fahmeda Naheed

Anne Waithira Burke

In my country the politicians are
treated like VIPs, they are the people
who deserve to be rich, they are the
people who deserve to be respected
with high prestige and all that. But
when I saw the Councillors here,
it is very different. At some events
the Councillor has to get a chair for
himself, has to make tea himself.
Councillors wear a simple shirt and
jeans. A politician should be like this.
But a lot of migrants I know have
this other perception of politicians.
What is here is closer to the spirit
of democracy. It surprised me. I
was impressed by the dedication.
They have to work full-time.

What I enjoyed the most was the
knowledge that I got during the
internship. But on top of that
was the fact that I got to meet so
many new people. I’m here over 12
years and for the first time people
have started saying hello to me
around my area. I feel like I am
accepted in my own community.

All people at the party meetings
were Irish. I was the only one with
coloured skin. They were all looking
at me like maybe she forgot the way.

Some of the benefits I got from
the programme include – how to
represent yourself, how to show
confidence, how to work, how to
place yourself in the market so
that you are able to maximise your
election chances. Cllr Behan talked
me through that step by step.

After seeing the work of a Councillor I
convinced some people from migrant
backgrounds to go and talk to their
local Councillor for advice and help on
their issues. And they said ‘we can’t
as we are not Irish’. This sense that
because they were not Irish they were
not allowed to do that. This is a wrong
attitude that we have to address.
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Wider impact

Impact of the scheme

Wider community

Most interns spoke of how they
were introduced either formally or
informally to the wider council (at
full council meetings) or individual
Councillors. Some had sit down
meetings with senior officials in
the council, other Councillors and
TDs affiliated with the Councillor.
While it is difficult to gauge the
impact on those they met, the
interns invariably described these
meetings in a positive way.

Two key aims of the scheme are:

The interns

The Councillors

The intern’s network

In terms of impact the interns were
most affected by participation
in the scheme. All the interns
spoke of the huge learning they
had gained and how much they
learned about how local politics
and government works in Ireland.

The Councillors involved spoke
of the positive impact of their
participation in the scheme. Some
spoke of how it opened their eyes to
the perspectives of migrants and the
challenges they face. One Councillor
remarked that participating in
the scheme underlined how
unrepresentative public events,
conferences and meetings can be
of the wider diversity in society.

Ideally, selected interns are well
networked people who are in a
good position to pass the learnings
from their experiences to a wider
migrant group. While this was not
a criterion for being placed on
the panel, the scheme will likely
have more impact with interns
who are prominent or at least well
known in their communities.

Crucially most interns spoke of
how they would get more involved
in local politics after participating
in the scheme. There is no better
metric for this level of impact than
the fact that three of the five interns
decided to run for local election in
2019 and all three were successful
in getting party nominations.
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Local Authorities

• to make a connection between
local migrant communities and
their local government
• the promotion of diversity
among politicians, the political
establishment and society at large
Local media coverage for the scheme
was seen as a key target in this
regard and some good coverage
was given in the Longford Leader on
Uruemu’s experience. However there
were difficulties in getting coverage
for other internships partly due to
available resources for the project.

Ensuring the experience is positive
for the participating Councillors
is crucial to the success of
the project, as this can in turn
improve migrant integration at
leadership, decision−making
and policy development level.
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Conclusions and
recommendations

The Councillor-Migrant
Internship Scheme was
particularly effective as
a learning experience for
the migrant interns.
In addition to a very practical
learning experience the
internship served as a significant
confidence builder in terms of
encouraging migrants to get
involved in a very advanced
way in local politics.
Positive impacts on the
Councillors and councils
involved warrant further
attention and assessment.
Positive impacts on the interns’
wider networks warrant further
attention and assessment.
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While some local media coverage
for some of the internships was
forthcoming, this is an area
that could be improved upon
in the future by being knitted
into the planning process.
Future schemes should also
explore ways of communicating
the experience of the interns
more deliberately and directly
to immigrant communities
locally and across Ireland.
Due to the documented successes
of the scheme, the CouncillorMigrant Internship Scheme should
be scaled up significantly to a
national programme whereby
every council has at least one
participant on an ongoing basis.

I now understand
more fully the need
to have schemes such
as this CouncillorMigrant Internship
Scheme available on
a widespread basis
throughout the whole
country.
Cllr Joe Behan
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