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Who we are and what we do

Jennifer Hanrahan
Senior Investigator



Who we are

Organisation of many functions:

Ombudsman appointed by President  

Operational since 1984 – established under 1980 Ombudsman Act 



The functions of the Ombudsman:

The Ombudsman may investigate any action taken by or on 
behalf of a reviewable agency in the performance of 
administrative functions if that action has or may have resulted 
in an adverse affect 



The Role of the Ombudsman

• Examines complaints against reviewable agencies

• Considers if there is maladministration and adverse affect

• If there is: 

–determine appropriate redress

–ensure learning and prevent recurrence



What we can do

Examine complaints against public service providers, including:



What we can’t do

Cannot examine complaints about:

• Police and prisons

• Terms and conditions of employment

• Matters before the courts (discretionary)

• 12 month limit (discretionary)

• Clinical judgement



How the Ombudsman works with Reviewable Agencies

• Not an advocate for either party 

• Not a mediator 

• Independent 

• Inquisitorial rather than adversarial approach 

• Many complaints resolved informally 

• Ombudsman may set own procedures – preference for informal 
resolution



Our powers

• We can get all relevant records and interview anyone connected to 
complaints

• We can make formal recommendations and report to an Oireachtas 
Committee (if they are not implemented)

• In practice, 99.9% of cases completed informally without formal 
recommendations



Some Basic Points 

• The Ombudsman has two tasks – the resolution of individual complaints 
and driving improvements in services 

• Does action amount to maladministration leading to adverse affect on 
complainant – if so, appropriate remedy required 

• Ombudsman seen as a means of dispute resolution, as an alternative to 
the courts

• Generally process is quite informal 



How we work 

• The Examination Process   - 3 Stages

Early 
Resolution

Examinations Investigation



Our volume of work in 2019

• 74% closed within 3 months

• 90% closed within 6 months

• 98% closed within 12 months



What happened with our complaints in 2019



Facts and Figures 2019: All Complaints

3,664 complaints:



Facts and Figures: Leitrim, Roscommon & Sligo

Sligo - 39
Leitrim - 26
Roscommon – 63

3.6% of all complaints received by Ombudsman
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Top Complaints  

Government Departments/Offices

• Dept. EA & SP, Department of Agriculture and

Department of Justice and Equality

Health Sector

• Hospitals, Nursing Home Support Scheme 

Local Authorities

• Housing and planning issues 





Department of Justice and Equality: Irish Refugee 
Protection Programme (IRPP): 

Delay in Housing Process

• Complaint – Six month delay in Housing Programme Refugees – not 
kept updated

• Programme refugees- pre-approved application to live in Ireland 

• Accommodated in an Emergency Reception and Orientation Centre 
(EROC) pending allocation of housing. 

• This was one of a total of 18 similar complaints made to the 
Ombudsman. 



HSE: Reduction in Rehabilitation Training Allowance 

• A man complained about a reduction in his Rehabilitation Training 
Allowance (RTA). 

• He said that this reduction was made, despite the announcement of the 
Minister at the time that such a cut would not be implemented. 

• The man had been informed that RTA is paid for a maximum of three 
years. He was also informed that the rate of RTA was reduced locally as 
part of cost containment measures. 



HSE: Reduction in Rehabilitation Training Allowance (cont)

Examination and Outcome

•The Department of Health confirmed that RTA is payable for the duration of training 
on a rehabilitative training course and that no reduction in the RTA payment 
was authorised by the Department.

•The man was provided with a reimbursement of the reduction in his RTA for the 
period from when it was reduced until he completed his rehabilitative training. Others 
similarly affected also reimbursed



Student Universal Support Ireland (SUSI): Grant Refusal 

• Student applied to SUSI as an ‘independent student’ 

• SUSI was not satisfied with the evidence given to prove she lived as an 
‘independent student’, and refused her application. 

• The Ombudsman examined the student’s application, concluded that 
the evidence given to prove she was living independently should have 
been accepted by SUSI. 

• The Ombudsman met with SUSI and expressed concern that many 
students living independently would not have utility bills in their own 
names and might be unfairly denied the financial support they needed.

• He asked SUSI to review its range of acceptable evidence for the 
purposes of satisfying the ‘living independently’ condition. 



The Ombudsman’s Casebook
Dave Nutley 

Head of Communications 

www.ombudsman.ie
Twitter: @officeombudsman



What is it?



• Stats on complaints from Leitrim, 
Roscommon & Sligo

• Case Summaries

• Available on www.ombudsman.ie

The Casebook: Leitrim, Roscommon & Sligo edition



Develop your own Casebook?



Feedback

“… helps me in my role as a county councillor…”

“… a very welcome insight into the work of the Office of the 
Ombudsman…” – Senator

“a welcome addition to communicating the work of your Office in a 

timely fashion and in a very digestible summarised format”

- Department of Health

• The HSE has used Casebook in training with staff



Subscribe to The Ombudsman’s Casebook

Subscribe by e mail to:  

casebook@ombudsman.ie



How complaints can improve public services
Learning from Complaints and Investigations

Ombudsman

Peter Tyndall



Complaints can improve services

• Public Service Providers

–Source of intelligence

–Opportunity for learning

• Public Representatives

–Holding to account

–Assisting constituents



Managing complaints

• Top level commitment

• Prompt and effective response

• Avoid defensiveness

• Response to complainant

– Explanation

– Individual Redress

– Systemic Learning



Model Complaints System

• Develop system to benefit service users and 
service providers

• Make it easy to complain

• Resolve at frontline

• Investigate once – Investigate well

• Training



Investigation: Learning to Get Better

Findings

• Many people do not know how to complain

• Fear of making a complaint / No change

Recommendations

• Make it easy for people to complain

• Access to an effective independent advocacy service

• Single, consistent complaints system

• Most serious complaints examined independently.



Investigation: Learning to Get Better: Progress Report

9 of 36 Recommendations not implemented

But 

• Improved facilities for patients making complaints 
(Tallaght Hospital)

• Early resolution (St Johns, Sligo)

• Audits (RCSI Hospitals Group) 



Fair Recovery - Dept. EA & Social Protection Overpayments

Complaints helped to improve Dept’s handling of overpayments

Increase in complaints upheld - Evidence of systemic problem

• No documentary evidence of overpayment

• Geographic inconsistencies for repayment amount

• Deducted from inappropriate sources

• No evidence of poverty-proofing

• Long delays in communication overpayment



Fair Recovery: Dept. EA & Social Protection Overpayments

Outcome:

• Guidance and training for staff dealing with overpayments

• Review of local complaint handling

• Establishment of a call-centre 

• New system for issuing debt reminders



Direct Provision Complaints 

• Since April 2017:  Ombudsman can examine complaints from 
those living in Direct Provision

• Outreach Programme 

• Complaints about Accommodation / Facilities / Transfers etc.

• Annual Commentaries on Direct Provision complaints

Centres:

Carraig Centre, Ballinamore Leitrim

Globe House, Sligo Town

EROC: Abbeyfield, Ballaghadereen, Roscommon



Nursing Home Complaints

• Private nursing home complaints 

• Engagement with nursing home owners

• Developed Model Complaints system / Factsheet for public

• Complaints received (private nursing homes): 

• 2020 - 42 (to 31 Aug.)

• 2019 - 65

• 2018 - 61

• 2017 - 63

• 2016 - 30                                                                        

• Published Nursing Home Casebook



Questions

Website: www.ombudsman.ie

E Mail: info@ombudsman.ie

Tel: 01 639 5600

Twitter: @officeombudsman


