Country profile: Ireland

______________________________


Ireland may be known for the violence of its history but the people themselves are associated with a love of music, a good story and a bit of craic, as fun with friends is known. The country is the birthplace of many famous English-language writers, among them Yeats, Joyce, Beckett, Wilde and Shaw. 

Since joining the European Community in 1973, the Republic of Ireland has accelerated its growth from a largely agricultural society into a modern, technologically advanced economy.

OVERVIEW

Divorce, contraception and abortion remain controversial as Ireland grapples with conflict between the beliefs of those for whom the traditional influence of the Roman Catholic church remains fundamental and the values of those who believe that the individual must have freedom of choice. 

Abortion is illegal under the Constitution in Ireland. Latest figures show that several thousand Irish women travel to Britain each year for a termination of their pregnancies. 

The republic has now dropped its territorial claim to Northern Ireland which has seen decades of violent conflict between those campaigning for a united Ireland and those who wish to stay in the United Kingdom. 

An agreement on the future governance of Northern Ireland is in the process of being implemented. 

For centuries Ireland's young citizens have emigrated to Britain, Europe or the USA in search of jobs. This trend has been reversed in recent years as the economy has boomed, but some now predict that slowdown will subdue the Celtic Tiger, at least for a while. 

FACTS

	IRELAND FACTS

	Population: 3.7 million

	Capital: Dublin

	Major languages: English, Gaelic

	Major religion: Christianity

	Life expectancy: 73 years (men), 78 years (women) 

	Monetary unit: 1 Euro = 100 cents

	Main exports: Machinery and equipment, chemicals, foodstuffs

	Average annual income: US $22,960

	Internet domain: .ie

	International dialling code: +353


LEADERS

President: Mary McAleese 

Prime Minister: Bertie Ahern 
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Prime Minister Bertie Ahern


Fianna Fail's Bertie Ahern, prime minister (taoiseach) in a coalition government with the Progressive Democrats since 1997, continues in the role following general elections in May 2002 when the coalition became the first government to win re-election in Ireland in over three decades. 

Voters were impressed by the Ahern government's record in building a prosperous economy and by his contribution to the Northern Ireland peace process. 

Ahern recognises the tremendous boost Ireland has received from being a member of the EU and he favours further enlargement and closer integration. He suffered a setback in 2001 when Irish voters rejected the Nice Treaty in a referendum and will be keen not to repeat the experience when ratification is put to a second referendum later in 2002. 

Mr Ahern also faces the challenge of maintaining the feel-good factor in a country where people have grown used to prosperity and are unlikely to be impressed if the current slowdown is not swiftly reversed. 

MEDIA

The Irish print and broadcast media operate freely within the confines of the law. Public and private broadcasting is regulated by a commission appointed by the Irish Ministry of Culture. The Competition Authority safeguards against unfair competition in the press sector. 

Cross-media ownership is permitted within certain limits - press groups may own up to 25% of local radio and TV stations. 

There has been concern that private stations are not devoting the required 20% of airtime to news and current affairs. 

The national broadcasting organization, Radio Telefis Eireann (RTE), dominates the broadcasting sector. It provides a comprehensive service on radio and television, in both English and Irish. TV3, the only commercial broadcaster, has been transmitting since 1998. 

Competition for RTE's television channels comes mainly from British public and private terrestrial channels. Satellite channels, including Britain's BSkyB, are widely available thanks to a high cable-penetration rate of over 80%. 

The press
  The Irish Times 

  Irish Independent 

  Irish Farmers Journal 

Television
  RTE (Irish television and radio) 
Radio
  2FM News 
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