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Chancellor, President, fellow graduates, ladies and gentlemen. Today is an incredibly special 
day. 
 
As I stand here in the beautiful and historic Aula Maxima I cannot but feel the sense of occasion 
and history and am truly grateful for this huge honour. I studied in UCD, and never got to 
experience university life at UCC, so I have to say that it's even all the more special to be here 
today. UCC was my Dad’s alma mater, despite my grandmother’s wishes; she, like many at that 
time, had great expectations that Dad would enter the priesthood and that, following his time at 
Farranferris, he would head for the seminary. Dad had other ideas, and instead of following 
Nana’s wishes, he enrolled himself in this great university, and the rest, as they say, is history. My 
Dad, who passed away just a few months ago, would have been in his element here today as he 
loved nothing more than a great occasion, especially a Cork occasion. 
 
Growing up in Drimoleague in West Cork was great fun. The East End Bar was a busy spot with 
lots of coming and goings, and Vin and Mackie, Mum and Dad, were the perfect hosts. Aodhdin, 
Eamonn and I ran down the street to school every day, played in the railway yard, worked in the 
pub washing glasses and sorting bottles. and life was always busy. Dad headed off to school in 
Bantry every morning to teach at the Ard Scoil and Mum ran the pub … and us! 
 
My grandparents called in every day while they were still principals in the national school, and a 
combination of my aunts, uncle and grand aunts and grand uncle were never far away. Life had 
a gorgeous and comfortably predictable rhythm to it. 
 
We were surrounded by family and friends on a constant basis. Weekends were busy times in 
the pub, with all hands on deck, but Sunday's were typically reserved for sport... a match or a 
score had to be played somewhere, and we were herded into the car and off we’d go. From Clan 
Na Gael to the Bantry Blues, Cork hurling to football, the RTÉ Radio 1 commentary blasted out 
in the car on the way with whatever other big match of the day was happening around the 
country. 
 
That's the childhood and background that set me on my road and gave me such a great sense 
of who I am and a value system rooted in tradition and a sense of place. To know who you are, 
you have to have a place to come from, and that's what Mum and Dad and the wider family gave 
me in spades.  
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Following three great years at UCD, the question of what-next became the focus. Ireland was in 
deep recession in the late 80's and, thanks to the advice and help of the great Bob Milne, 
the then Chairman of CDP and a family friend, I began a love affair with London and the media 
that lasted for 27 years. Like most Irish people that left at that time, I was going only for a few 
years and would of course come back, but back I came only in June of this year and a week 
before Brexit. 
 
My time in London is difficult to describe in a few minutes but, from the early days, I had 
nothing but good experiences. I worked hard and opportunities presented themselves. Others I 
created. I worked for some incredible organizations that were both pioneering and dynamic and 
in an industry that was constantly evolving, from the introduction of cable tv, the multichannel 
world, the importance of great content and right through to the on-demand world we are now in. 
On a personal basis I made life-long friends and connections and even now that I've left, I know 
those friendships will endure and flourish. 
 
In the early years the UCD tribe stuck together as we found our way and the support and 
friendship we gave each other was vital. In those early days what bound us together was that we 
were all Irish in London trying to make a living and make a difference, and London opened its 
arms and welcomed us in. 
 
However, during that time, my connections with Ireland and West Cork never waned; in fact 
they deepened the longer I was away and I loved nothing more than heading to Cork on a Friday 
evening. West Cork is my place apart, the place that grounds and earths me while reviving me 
at the same time, and for that I'm hugely grateful. 
 
Earlier this year when the opportunity at RTÉ presented itself, I had to make some big decisions. 
Could I really leave London and was I really ready to come home? Well the fact I'm standing 
here today as the Director-General of RTÉ means I said yes to both of these questions. Working 
in the media in London for all that time, I did think about what I would do if I ever returned and 
running RTÉ was always there in the back of my mind, but the question of when was always in 
the future. Well the future presented itself and I took up the challenge. Not only was the timing 
right for me, but as it turned out, it was right for the family too, as in such a short time after 
coming back both my uncle Jim and my Dad got sick. It was such a privilege to spend great 
times with them both before they passed on just a few months ago. Timing is everything. 
 
RTÉ is a national institution. It is one the most important, enduring and 
influential organisations in Irish life. Any even cursory analysis of audience data will tell you that 
RTÉ, through the full range of its services, channels and programmes, continues to retain a 
unique connection with the Irish public, far and above that of any of its competitors but it's one 
we cannot take for granted and have to work hard at every day. 
  
It has been hugely reassuring, for me in coming to this job and in my first few months trying to 
assess for myself what makes RTÉ distinctive and where its real strengths lie, to find that RTÉ’s 
defining culture is its commitment to impartial journalism.  Of course RTÉ does many other 
things; sports coverage, entertainment, music, drama – but more than anything journalism and 
news is RTÉ’s north star. 

Because of our influence, because of the size of our audience and because of the trust placed in 
us, we have a duty to try to tell stories of consequence.  
 
Those who work in news in RTÉ and indeed those that work in Current Affairs and the RTÉ 
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Investigations Unit, understand this obligation, understand the importance of getting the story 
right, and understand the power of television as a tool to challenge, to explain and at times 
expose.  
Arguably we have never lived through a period when telling stories of consequence has been 
more important, precisely because so much of what passes for news these days, or content as 
it is described in the digital world, is inconsequential and adds little if any lasting value. 

 

This is a hugely exciting challenge for me. RTÉ sits at a crucial creative intersection in Irish life. 
Nothing in Ireland today connects the worlds of journalism, culture and technology, or operates 
with greater trust and popularity, more consistently than RTÉ. 

 
I am convinced that RTÉ’s core public purpose has never been more necessary or more 
relevant than it is today. At its best, impartial public service media provides a compelling 
response to the challenges of the digital era, to the challenges of fragmenting society and to the 
growing public distrust of institutions and authority.  In a world increasingly dominated by 
international media and content, strong public service media is essential if we are to support 
and preserve vibrant local culture and distinctive local identity.  
 
This is now the focus of the next chapter of my career and one I am hugely excited about and 
challenged by. It's a chapter I or RTÉ won't be able to write on my own as future success for 
RTÉ will not just come from within but also from strategic external partnerships to deliver our 
remit as we navigate the complex media environment ahead. 
 
Finally thank you to President Michael Murphy, Chancellor Maurice Manning and of course to 
Virigina Teehan for her wonderful words. Thanks to my family for being here today and to 
friends who travelled from London and West Cork, as well as my wider friend and family base 
who couldn't be here. Thank you all for your friendship and support.  
 
I couldn't do it without you. 
 
 
 
 
 


