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OF PARLIAMENTS AND POPULATIONS: 
WHAT IRELAND'S GROWING POPULATION MEANS

By: Dr.  Eamonn McKee

At almost seven million, the number of people living in Ireland (north and
south) is at its highest level since 1851. This upward trend is a symptom of
the success of the Irish nation state and bodes well for the long-term
health of its economy. Writing exclusively for the Ireland-Canada Chamber
of Commerce, Ireland’s Ambassador to Canada DR. EAMONN McKEE takes
a look back at the fall and rise of Ireland’s population and its impact on the
island’s political and economic fortunes.

The ICCC Newsletter has been revamped. Now entirely electronic, we will send you original
content every month along with any notices and news of our upcoming events. This month

Ireland's Ambassador to Canada, Eamonn McKee, reflects on the island's burgeoning
population and the positive ramifications it is having for the country's trade outlook. Join the

conversation on Twitter and LinkedIn.
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In April 2021, the Central Statistics Office of Ireland (CSO)

reported that the population had reached 5.1 million.

Combined with the population of Northern Ireland of

1.89m, this put the population on the island at 6.9 million.

This represents the first time since the 1851 census, when

the total population on the island of Ireland was 6.6 million,

that the population has hit this high a level. We still have

not reached the pre-Famine population of more than eight

million, nor the 6.1 million people living in the area of

Ireland in 1851 that would become the jurisdiction of the

Irish State after Independence in 1922.

The census due last year was postponed because of the

pandemic and will be held in April 2022. Though

happenstance, it is fitting that we take stock of our

population in 2022, the 100th anniversary of the

foundation of the State.

I say this because the population level is a barometer of the

health of a society. This is particularly true, and particularly

tragically so, of the Irish population. Under direct British

colonial rule, Ireland’s population rose to an all-time high

of more than eight million by 1845. It then fell by half

because of a man-made ecological catastrophe that denied

food to its most vulnerable population and set in train a

population-sapping pattern of involuntary emigration.

While we have not yet restored our pre-Famine population,

we have established a strong upward trend. The rise of our

population reveals a profound truth about the cost-benefits

of colonialism versus self-determination, of direct rule

versus rule by national parliamentary democracy. What it

tells us is stark and indisputable.

The sweet smell of rotting potatoes

Let us begin when the Great Famine does. This was not, I

hold, in 1845 when the sweet smell of rotting potatoes

wafted across fields and into cottages, presaging dread for

all those who survived on the nutritious tuber. Rather, the

path to the Great Famine began in 1800. For a variety of

reasons, none of them particularly honorable, the British

Government decided that it was too dangerous to allow the

Irish Parliament a continued existence. 

The Irish Parliament had a long history, one that paralleled

the development of parliamentary institutions in London

since the Norman invasion and the Middle Ages. The Tudor

conquest of Ireland was nasty, brutish and long.

The Anglo-Irish Protestant Ascendency that emerged from

it quickly revivified parliament and started making

demands on London for the development of their interests

in Ireland. Anglo-Irish Ascendency interests were their own,

of course, but in pursuing them, they sought the

betterment of the whole of Ireland. Thus, for example, at

the end of the 17th century they argued and won the right

to resume cattle rearing and beef exports as a mainstay of

the economy, overcoming resistance from English cattle

breeders. They carried on the same agitation for the

development of the wool industry and sundry economic

activities. They invested in grand houses and in urban

architecture, notably in Dublin. Indeed, it is clear that

London regarded the Irish Parliament as an annoying

source of Irish self-interest. The Anglo-Irish Ascendency,

however, were very proud of their parliament.

Dublin flourished as a leading European capital

As reflected in its detailed reports and records, the Irish

Parliament took their responsibility to run Ireland very

seriously. Dublin flourished as a leading capital city of

Europe, ahead of such cities as Stockholm, Copenhagen,

Vienna, Berlin and Moscow. The Members and Lords who

attended the sessions generated the fine residences of

Georgian Dublin along with the economy that sustained

them. The Wide Streets Commission imposed a grand vision

on the city, shifting the centre from Capel Street to the

O’Connell Street/Grafton Street axis that defines the city to

this day.

The French Revolution put the fear of upheaval into

members of the English elite and of Government in London.

The combination of Irish Protestant leaders and Irish

Catholic Republicans, united and inspired by the modern

ideals of the French Revolution put the fear of God into

them. If the Irish Parliament endured, it was only a matter

of time before its membership reflected the national mood

and independence would be unstoppable. Though

successfully, if viciously, suppressed the Rising of 1798 in

Ireland confirmed it. The Prime Minister, William Pitt

decided that the Irish Parliament had to go.
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London excited fears of Catholic violence among the

Protestants of Ireland and, with a combination of this and a

campaign of outright bribery, got the parliamentary

members to vote themselves out of existence. As the

leading Irish historian, J.C. Beckett put it, only the brief

period of fears about the French Revolution made this

possible. Had Prime Minister Pitt’s government failed at

this campaign, it was unlikely to have been revived again

successfully.

The decline of Dublin and the Irish economy began almost

as soon as the seating was ripped out of the parliament

buildings and the building itself quickly handed over to the

Bank of Ireland (to ensure that it could not be revived

physically any time soon). The members and Lords

decamped to Westminster and with them their coterie of

supporters and the apparatus of functionaries and

businesses that supported them. The Dublin economy went

into a tail-spin. Where the nobility had paraded in all their

finery in Stephen’s Green prior to 1800, weeds soon grew.

The great estates were managed solely for rental profit to

sustain the absent landlords in London. As rural poverty

escalated, the poor flocked to Dublin. The great Georgian

buildings were profitably turned into tenements, soon to be

the worst slums in Europe. As Dublin declined, the cities of

England and Europe entered their golden age.

Daniel O’Connell pleaded with the British

Irish poverty grew to alarming levels, as foreign travellers

and government commissions reported on it to London and

internationally. Little was done. The assiduous and vocal

national government provided by the Irish Parliament was

succeeded by a great vacuum of indifference in London.

The argument went that if the Irish were poor, it was

intrinsic to their nature, and had nothing to do with the

loss of local government. If the population was too large,

nature would take its course. An old and unwell Daniel

O’Connell, the great democratic advocate for Irish Home

Rule, rose to his feet in 1845 in the House of Commons. His

voice frail, he pleaded unsuccessfully for help as the Irish

faced mass starvation.

Death by starvation and disease reached a million fatalities.

Another million fled the country. Mass graves marked their

arrival in Canada along the St Lawrence at Grosse Île,

Montreal, Kingston and elsewhere. They arrived in Black ’47

malnourished, sick and in many cases literally, not

figuratively, naked or near naked. The response of the

Canadians was heroic, even as the numbers of famine

refugees exceeded the cities’ populations, notably, for

example, in Toronto. Most of these Irish Famine refugees

did not stay, the vast majority making their way to, and

their futures in, the United States.

The conveyor-belt of Irish emigration started by the Famine

in such numbers, continued unabated throughout the 19th

century. When an independent Ireland formed its first

government, it took over a country that, through partition,

had just lost its industrial base around Belfast. Irish

agriculture was badly in need of investment in terms of

such basics as fertiliser. The primary export was cattle on

the hoof, herded through Dublin to the great cities of

England to feed its industrialized work force.

The Central Statistics Office of Ireland reports: “The area

representing the Republic of Ireland registered a decline in

population from just over 6.5 million in 1841 to 3.1 million in

1911. The overall population level, which remained quite

stable at just under three million between 1926 and 1951,

declined further to reach a low point of 2.8 million in 1961.”

Ireland faced an existential crisis 

That the population of independent Ireland dropped below

three million represented something of an existential crisis.

Where was the flourishing economy and society that the

nationalist advocates of independence had envisaged and

promised? How could Ireland escape the poverty trap of its

limited economy? Without a large enough population, local

enterprises could not scale to become competitive

internationally. Yet lack of economic development ensured

the continuation of emigration and a declining population.

Where could Ireland find the means to become prosperous?

The answer was by inviting in foreign companies to

establish in Ireland and export to Europe. The search for

foreign direct investment (FDI) began in earnest in the

1950s. The CSO again: “The 1960s, 1970s and the first half

of the 1980s witnessed a decline in emigration and high

level of natural increase culminating in a population total in

excess of 3.5 million in 1986.”
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It was only in the 1990s that it reached a level of economic

development that finally brought involuntary emigration to

a halt. Success depended on a lot of factors, including:

membership of the European Union; Irish American interest

in Ireland (the descendants of the very Irish who had fled

the Famine and the decades of poverty that followed) as a

base for exporting to Europe; the development of the

Single European Market, the creation of the euro and its

establishment as an international hard currency; and in

recent decades, the globalization brought about by the

digital revolution.

At home, a number of factors sustained economic

development, namely: free education, an English speaking

and hardworking workforce, a stable democratic

government, and an agile system of government that

maintained Ireland as a leading destination for FDI. It did

this through a critically attractive tax system, EU

infrastructural development, and a commitment to

innovation and talent. The IDA have been particularly,

indeed spectacularly, successful as a government agency

responsible for FDI and its renewal into new areas of

economic growth.

Population grew steadily from the early 1990s

The CSO: “After a slight fall between 1986 and 1991, due

mainly to a resumption of net outward migration at the end of

the 1980s, the upward trend in population resumed in the

early 1990s. Both natural increase and significant net inward

migration contributed to record population growth between

2002 and 2006 with the result that the 2006 population of

4.24 million was 50 per cent higher than the low point of 1961.

Despite a return to net outward migration in the years leading

up to Census 2011, the population continued to grow strongly

due mainly to the high number of births. Ireland’s return to

net inward migration combined with a decline in the number

of births since 2010 resulted in the population climbing to 4.74

million in April 2016.”

By 2011, Ireland had the highest rate of fertility within the

EU. While the population trend for the future depends on

this variable and on migration, a potential difference of 1.7

million by 2046, the upward trend is clear: “Under the

strongest scenario… the population is projected to grow by

2.2 million over the 35 years to 6.7 million. Under the more

moderate migration assumption the population is projected

to be 5.6 million, while under the most negative scenario

the population would fail to increase above five million”

[CSO].

The Irish economy’s strength in pharma-chemicals, digital

services, ICT, and Medtech have produced a robust

economy that has seen us through the Global Financial

Crisis and the pandemic. Ireland is a committed member of

the European Union, the largest integrated free market

area in the world with 70 forms of free trade agreements

across the globe. Our focus on innovation, infrastructure

and talent ensures our future. We have taken our place

among the nations of the world. Our population will

continue to grow, a barometer of our well-being and our

faith in the future.

The rise in Ireland’s population demonstrates our success

as a nation state over the past 100 years. As a test case,

Ireland affirms definitively that self-determination beats

colonial rule. As we celebrate 100 years of freedom, we can

fill in our census forms in April with a sense of achievement

and national pride. This is Ireland. This is us. Here are the

statistics.

Dr. Eamonn McKee is Ireland’s Ambassador to Canada,

Jamaica and the Bahamas.

If you have any story ideas or if you would like the ICCC
to profile your business in these pages, contact ICCC
Director James Fitzgerald at jamesfitz501@gmail.com.
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