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President, Ladies and Gentlemen,

I am very pleased to be asked to join you here this evening on the occasion of your annual conference.

I would like to take the opportunity to outline for you some of the recent steps the Government and I have taken that I believe will have a significant and very positive influence on the manner in which auctioneering services, and indeed other property services, are provided in the future in the residential property market.

In this country I believe we are fortunate in that the majority of property transactions are characterised by high quality service and the excellent professional standards of your members and others in the auctioneering and property service sector.  In that regard, I want acknowledge the efforts of the IPAV, as well as other organisations in the sector, in setting and maintaining standards and promoting best practice for the benefit of your members, and more particularly for your members' clients.  

Unfortunately, this is not the experience of all consumers of these services.  Indeed, the Government is of the view that there is a sufficient level of consumer dissatisfaction particularly in respect of certain property selling practices and the absence of redress for clients when things go wrong to suggest that the case for a better regulated approach is self-evident.  

In some respects it is unsurprising perhaps that Ireland has the highest level of home ownership in the EU.  But when we also take account of the fact that as a nation we are building houses at the fastest rate in Europe it brings home how central property transactions are in the lives of Irish consumers.  There is no doubt that the purchase of a home has come to be one of the most significant life events for most Irish people. It can be the most satisfying of experiences but also a stressful one.  I am thinking here mainly of the individual private purchaser of a residential property whether by auction or private treaty sale rather than of commercial property transactions conducted on a business-to-business basis between professionals.

Indeed it was against a background of public concern about certain selling practices in the property market that I established the Auctioneering / Estate Agency Review Group in July 2004 to carry out a review of all aspects of the auctioneering profession in Ireland and to make recommendations for any changes to ensure a proper and appropriate standard of auctioneering, estate agency, property letting and property management services.

The Review Group comprised representatives of your own profession, consumers, the Competition Authority, the Law Society, the farming sector, the co-operatives sector and relevant Government Departments.  I would like to take this opportunity to record again my appreciation and gratitude for the work of the Review Group under the leadership of its Chairman Alan McCarthy.  

In particular, I would like to thank your outgoing Chief Executive Liam O'Donnell for his contribution and commitment to the work of the Group.  Liam, I was greatly heartened by the readiness of your industry to engage with the review and your own contribution was greatly appreciated.  

The Group worked intensively on this difficult subject for a year and must be commended on its rigorous and disciplined approach to such a complex and critical area of economic activity which is one of such singular importance to the individual consumer. 
A fundamental finding of the Review Group, and one I'm sure no one here will dispute(!), is that the existing statutory framework - the Auctioneers and Estate Agents Act, 1947 - which provides for licensing in the sector is outdated, inappropriate and inadequate for the present day market.  The Review Group noted that there is no ongoing official supervisory, disciplinary or consumer redress system.  To address these rather serious shortcomings, the Review Group recommended -

· the establishment as a matter of urgency of a Regulatory Authority to underpin new regulatory arrangements in the auctioneering sector aimed at achieving uniformity and transparency in licensing, regulation and information provision;  

· tighter provisions with regard to the competence of providers of auctioneering/estate agency, property letting and property management services  

· new monitoring and inspection procedures to support the licensing system  

· the promotion of a code of ethics and protection for service providers  

· the implementation of a complaints and redress system  

· the provision of greater protection for clients' money.

I received the Review Group's report in July 2005 and after examination in my Department I asked for and received Government approval in October 2005 for publication of the report and for the introduction of the necessary legislation to establish the recommended new Regulatory Authority.

The new body will be known as the National Property Services Regulatory Authority and will be based in Navan, Co Meath, in line with the Government's policy of decentralisation.

The transfer of the licensing function to the new Authority from the Courts Service will be provided for under new legislation that will also address the provision of a monitoring and inspection function, qualifications for the provision of auctioneering and other property services, provision for a code of ethics and practice for the sector, a consumer complaints and redress system, arrangements for the better protection of clients' monies, provision for sanctions and compensation arrangements. 

This legislation is on the Government's legislative programme for 2007.

In the meantime, and in order that the new Authority can become operational as soon as the legislation is enacted, I have established an Implementation Group to oversee the practical arrangements for its establishment.   A Director designate is currently being recruited through the Public Appointments Service and an appointment is expected at an early date.  Accommodation and staffing needs and financing arrangements are being identified and progressed.  Work has also commenced in my Department on drafting the necessary legislation, although with a heavy Government legislative programme already in hands, it is likely to be 2007 before the Bill is finally published.

My Department will fund the initial start up costs for the new Authority but thereafter the proceeds or part of the proceeds of the new licensing system will fund the ongoing costs and activities of the Authority.  It has been estimated that this will amount to no more than the existing level of licensing revenue which is already in the system.

I would like to conclude by saying that one of the key principles underlying the deliberations and the recommendations of the Review Group was the need to address the protection of consumers on the one hand while also allowing the market to continue to function in a dynamic way.

I am convinced that the new Authority will work to achieve these two potentially conflicting objectives and it is above all the recognition that an efficient system of regulation is good for the market and good for consumers that has convinced the Government to put the necessary new structures and processes in place.

President, given your Institute's proven track record in setting and maintaining high standards for your members, I hope that you and they will give every assistance and co-operation to the new Authority in carrying out its remit.  Indeed, I have every confidence that it will be a great success and that your industry and your clients will benefit enormously from its work in years to come.

Thank you all very much.


12th May 2006

