“My First 100 Days” – Campaign Launch Speech by Mary Davis
Running for the Presidency is not something that you embark on lightly or casually. It is something that you decide to do only when you have given it a great deal of thought. First and foremost you must formulate in your own mind what it is that you believe that you can do for Ireland if honored with the role.

Similarly, I don’t think that the Irish people have ever chosen a Head of State without also considering – carefully, thoughtfully – what qualities they wish to see reflected from Aras an Uachtaráin in everything their President says and does.

I’m pleased that the campaign proper has begun. So much of our debate so far has been about the mechanics of the election – the nominations, our system for gaining candidate status, and the cut and thrust of political campaigning.

These are all part and parcel of any election, but it’s now time to focus on what each candidate wants to do with the Presidency, and achieve for Ireland in the role.

MY QUALIFICATIONS
My working life has been dedicated to challenging inequality, particularly by improving life for people with disabilities. I started this as a special needs teacher in St Michael’s House in Ballymun back in 1979. I have been privileged to continue this work through Special Olympics here in Ireland and internationally.

There is a suggestion that this career, while laudable, is somehow not an adequate qualification for the job of President. But running Special Olympics is not about attending fundraising lunches and appearing in photocalls. It’s an enterprise on a vast scale that requires the full set of leadership and management skills.

It requires entrepreneurial skills to get things up and running.

When I took on the World Games in 1999 I started with a blank slate. There was no business plan – just an aspiration to stage the Games in Ireland in 2003.
It requires organisational skills.

As well as a large full-time staff, I was responsible for the co-ordination of 30,000 volunteers. This is equivalent to the entire strength of the Irish Civil Service.

It requires negotiating skills.

I have led tough, productive negotiations with officials and governments across 58 countries.

It requires exceptional leadership skills to drive change and make it happen. To inspire people and rally them around a common goal.

Finally, it requires you to have a vision for change and a plan to turn that vision into reality.

I have taken the same approach to other organisations with which I have been involved from Social Entrepreneurs Ireland to the Saint Patrick’s Festival.

I approach the Presidency in the same spirit – I have the vision, I have the plan, and I have the skills to turn it into a reality.

MY FIRST 100 DAYS
It may seem odd to talk about a “first 100 days” when you’re dealing with a seven-year term, but I want to be a practical President. This means getting down to work on day one.

The first task of the President is to choose seven people to appoint to the Council of State. I will appoint seven people who are representative of all of Irish society.
My priority will be to engage with the Government to plan out how best I can be deployed abroad.

Meeting and negotiating with governments and international institutions is part of what I do. My experience in this regard has been real and hands on – not theoretical. I want to put this experience to work for Ireland. I recently met Barry O’Leary of the IDA and I have a strong understanding of what is required to keep a high level of Foreign Direct Investment coming into Ireland. I want to lead an increased number of trade missions to new and existing markets.

There is still much in Irish society that we do not wish to talk about.

I have travelled the length and breadth of our country since announcing my candidacy in May, and in this time I have heard uplifting stories of people working hard to get back on their feet.

But I have also visited families and communities hollowed out by emigration. I have spoken with parents whose children have lost everything, even the will to live. And I have seen the examples of the exploitation of the vulnerable that give shame to our country in this modern age.

I will convene a series of regional conventions for those groups who – despite what we might say to each other – still don’t have a voice. To begin with, this would include people dealing with mental health problems, elderly people living in isolation or poverty, women suffering from exploitation and abuse.

People with literacy problems and people living with a disability. We know these people exist but too often we don’t let them have a voice – if there’s one thing the President can do it is to draw attention to these groups and lend them a voice.

I will use the resources of the Office – the physical building and my time but, much more importantly, the influence that comes with the role of President – to speak with and for those who are on the periphery of our society, the overlooked and undervalued, those on the outside from our society.

I will acknowledge people for their outstanding service to Irish life by introducing a Citizen’s Award sponsored by the President.

Next week sees the continuation of the process started at Farmleigh last year to draw on the talents of the global Irish to assist in our recovery. The next President will have a key role in making this agenda real.

We need a President who can communicate the message of Irish creativity and innovation. I can set about this task immediately, deepening ties with Irish people abroad who can lend us their expertise and effort to rebuild our country. I will engage with the Irish abroad to promote philanthropy, working with organisations such as the Ireland Funds.

The next President’s term will coincide with the centenary of the 1916 rising. In my first 100 days I want to work with Government to begin a consultation process about how we commemorate this event in 2016.

We need a commemoration that is relevant to all traditions on the island, that respects history while representing the Ireland of today. 2016 will be the centrepiece of a “decade of centenaries” when we commemorate a period of political and social turmoil that came to define life on this island. We need to ensure that all the key events of this period – the 1913 lockout, the signing of the Ulster Covenant, the First Dáil – are included and that narrative is inclusive rather than exclusive.

I will set about creating an open Presidency:

I will request the Government to bring the office of President under the Freedom of Information Act.

I will publish an annual report, with full details of my activities, and detailed income and expenditure accounts for my office and household.

I will ask citizens to tell me what they want their President to do to serve the interests of the nation at home and abroad. These suggestions will be published online so that the public can judge how well I am responding to their input.

This is my work programme. All of the candidates have spoken about their vision for the Presidency. I believe I am the first to have set out how I will put this vision into practice.

A CAMPAIGN ABOUT IRELAND’S FUTURE
Everybody said this would be a tough grueling campaign – it’s certainly not for the faint hearted.

Most of my rivals are professional politicians and perhaps they thought that I would fold in the face of criticism.

Let me tell them – they could not be more wrong.

They are reverting to type – engaging in the type of negative campaigning that has made the Irish people so cynical about politics.

Paying a lot of money to polling companies to hone attack messages is not what this campaign should be about. Paying money to polling companies may serve the partisan aims of a political party but it does not serve the cause of debate about our future.

But I know I can deal with negative stories for one reason – I have nothing to hide.

Most of what has been written about me is already in the public domain, and I have been willing to be open and transparent in dealing with any queries that have arisen. I have provided the media with copies of my P60 and all my organisational affiliations.

I now call again on all other candidates to publish their P60s, equivalent documentation and tax compliance details.

Finally there is one issue I want to deal with – the question of independence. I have never been affiliated with any political party. In my career I have worked with governments, with representatives of opposition parties, with civil servants and other officials. I have been able to approach all of these engagements from a totally independent standpoint.

I am not a political animal in independent’s clothing.

I want the people to know that if they elect me they are getting a truly independent President – not only independent of any political party, but independent of the political system itself.

