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NBDC TASKFORCE 

INTERIM REPORT TO THE HERITAGE COUNCIL 

24TH JUNE 2021 

V. Teehan, CEO. 

1 Context 

1.1 Background 

The National Biodiversity Data Centre (NBDC) was established in 2006 following a proposal 

from the Heritage Council to the then Minister for Environment, Heritage and Local 

Government, pursuant to Council’s responsibilities under section 6 of the Heritage Act 1995.  

The agreed methodology for the operation of the programme on its establishment was 

through a Service Level Agreement with a provider appointed via a competitive tender. 

Following the ensuing procurement process the contract for the operation of the Centre was 

awarded by the Heritage Council to Compass Informatics Ltd for a five-year period, 2007 -

2012.  A second competitive tender process was run and the contract arising from this was 

also awarded to Compass Informatics, 2013 – 2018. In line with the provisions of the 

contract the arrangement with the incumbent contractor was extended to 30 December 

2020. 

In June 2020, the Heritage Council issued a request for tender for the delivery of the service 

in the EU Journal. A competitive process was held and Tracsis Plc [of which Compass 

Informatics is a subsidiary since Dec. 2018] was successful in securing the contract. The term 

of the current contract is 01.1.2021 – 31.12.2022. 

1.2 Rationale for establishment of Taskforce 

In 2019, the Heritage Council commissioned Crowe to conduct an independent, external 

evaluation of current governance arrangements for the provision of the NBDC as a service. 

The review examines the present governance structures supporting the delivery of the 

service and the commercial contractual relationships between the Heritage Council as 

Contracting Authority and the contractor. The review was commissioned in July 2019 and 

completed in December 2019. 

 

It is important to emphasise that the review does not identify concerns in respect of 

commitment, integrity, or competence of any organisation or individual in the delivery of 

the service. 
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However, the review highlights shortcomings in public sector governance roles and 

responsibilities and the perpetuation of legacy contractual arrangements that contributed to 

unsuitable governance structures.  

 

The review recommends the establishment of the Taskforce to propose to the Heritage 

Council revised future governance arrangements for the delivery of the NBDC service.  

 

1.3 Terms of reference and membership 

Terms of reference 

▪ To establish the optimal scope, structure, and future governance arrangement for the 

successor to the current NBDC arrangements 

▪ To report to the Council regarding its activities and progress  

▪ To make a final recommendation to the Council regarding the establishment of the 

future arrangements of the NBDC  

 

Membership 

Ms Geraldine Tallon, Chair 

Mr Michael Parsons, Chairman, The Heritage Council 

Mr Michael Farrell, Heritage Council member 

Dr Patrick Greene, Heritage Council member 

Dr Donald Hobern, Executive Secretary, International Barcode of Life Consortium (iBOL) 

former Executive Director and Secretary Global Biodiversity Information Facility (GBIF) 

Ms Catriona Ryan, Department of Heritage 

Dr Ciarán O’Keeffe, National Parks and Wildlife Service 

Ms Virginia Teehan, CEO, The Heritage Council 

2 Summary of Work January – June 2021 

2.1 Review of existing operating model 

The Taskforce has held five meetings since its establishment, 04.02.2021; 04.03.2021; 

09.04.2021; 07.05.2021; 11.06.2021.  

 

The initial work focussed on a review of the Crowe report and an assessment of the existing 

structure. Meetings were held with Dr Liam Lysaght, Director, NBDC and Gearóid Ó Riain, 

Tracsis Plc [Managing Director, Compass Informatics].  

 

The NBDC operates an essential service which is of national importance. It has proven to be 

a very successful programme and has grown from strength to strength since its inception in 

2006. However, the current contractual arrangement is not suitable for the delivery of a 

wide-ranging and complex service model which requires flexibility, public engagement, and 

long-term sustainability of the service as well as one which includes a specific requirement 

to seek out additional work and to expand the service.  
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The service-level contract model, while having the advantage of not formally committing the 

exchequer to open-ended financial obligations in support of the NBDC, has considerable 

drawbacks, most notably:  

• It is a short-term mechanism for a service which requires long-term planning. 

• It precludes the establishment of the NBDC as an entity with a legal personality which 

can absorb some, if not most of the governance responsibilities for provision of the 

service (financial management, audit, management reporting, procurement, and 

sourcing of additional funding).  

• This model places a responsibility on the contractor to deliver an important service to 

the State with long term developmental objectives within a relatively short contract 

lifecycle. It also places significant expectations on the Heritage Council to oversee the 

management and delivery of a highly complex contract, through mechanisms more 

normally associated with shorter term, tightly scoped assignments.  

• There is a significant risk arising from a governance and public perception perspective, in 

that in the absence of an established legal personality for the NBDC, it has become 

routine for Tracsis Plc [Compass Informatics] to represent itself as ‘The National 

Biodiversity Data Centre’. This has led to regular instances of confusion about the status 

of the NBDC, with a persistent public perception that the NBDC is a State Body under the 

aegis of a government department. This is incorrect. The NBDC does not exist as an 

entity in any form, it has no legal status and is not equipped to open a bank account or 

employ staff. This misconception has led to considerable confusion in the public arena 

and the ambiguity presents many risks to the Heritage Council.  

 

2.2 Proposed future structures 

The Taskforce examined a range of options for future governance structures as follows:  

• establishment of a statutory body; 

• establishment of a Company Limited by Guarantee (CLG); 

• inclusion as a centre within a Third Level Institution. 

 

Following an evaluation of each option it was agreed that the most suitable option for the delivery of 

the service is to structure it as a CLG. This provides the necessary independence, flexibility and 

accountability for the NBDC to deliver on its core functions and also grow its activities, engage in 

additional externally funded projects and engage in research activity. Furthermore, this structure 

would resolve many of the governance and accountability risks associated with the present 

structure.  

Legal advice confirmed that the Heritage Council is not empowered, under the present Act, to 

establish a CLG. However, the Department of Housing, Heritage and Local Government has the 

power to do so. There is an existing precedent, the Irish Heritage Trust, which provides a useful 

model for the process of establishing a CLG.  

 

The proposal to establish a CLG was discussed with Niall Ó Donnchú Head of the Heritage Division, 

DHHLG and he agreed with the approach. A meeting was held with Minister Malcolm Noonan 

(attended by Geraldine Tallon, Michael Parsons, Virginia Teehan and Niall Ó Donnchú) to update him 
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on the work of the Taskforce and outline the proposed approach. The Minister confirmed his 

agreement with this approach.  

 

The formal process of securing the necessary sanctions to establish a CLG will be managed by 

colleagues at the Heritage Division, DHLGH.   

 

2.3 Next Steps 

The development of the next steps in the establishment of a CLG requires developing a 

detailed transition plan. This plan includes the following main elements: 

 

Establishing the CLG  

• Agreeing the objects of the company 

• Company structure 

• Operational Transition arrangements  

• Financial planning  

 

Stakeholder consultation and communication 

• Securing the inputs of the members of the NBDC Advisory Group which includes all the 

principal stakeholders. This includes the EPA, Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and 

Marine, National Museum of Ireland, Botanic Gardens. Other interested parties should 

also be consulted.  

• Preparation of a communications strategy 

  

Final Report  

• Preparation of Final Report to include outcomes from the steps outlined above, for 

consideration by the Heritage Council in December 2021.  

 

3 Recommendations 

• It is recommended that the Heritage Council considers the proposal outlined in this report that 

the NBDC programme is structured as a CLG. 

• It is recommended that the Heritage Council agrees that the Taskforce works to complete the 

Transition Plan as summarised in section 2.3 above.  

• It is possible that the development of the Transition Plan will require additional 

legal/administrative support. Council members are asked to note that the CEO will coordinate 

with the Chairperson and members of the ARFC to inform them of any budgetary re-profiling 

that may be required to meet this requirement, should that arise.  

 

 


