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Current Structure of Cadet Training

In recent years the content of Cadet training has undergone 
significant changes. Graduates of the Cadet School are now 
awarded a Level 7 Diploma in Leadership, Management and 
Defence Studies from Maynooth University. The older 21-month 
Cadetship has been replaced by a shorter 15 month course and 
the current syllabus breaks the course into four stages;

The purpose of Stage 1, the induction stage, is to deliver 
instruction in a directive manner to enable the Cadets to master 
the basic skills required of a member of the DF. This phase 
commences with the induction of Cadets at the end of September 
and lasts three months, ending at Christmas. 

The development stage, Stage 2, runs from January until July and 
aims to develop the leadership skills of the Cadets and to enable 
them to master the fundamental collective military skills. The 
command and control of an Infantry section during conventional 
tactics is used to develop their leadership competencies and to 
examine their characters.

Stage 3 is the empowerment phase which seeks to expand 
the leadership skills of the Cadet and for them to master the 
core collective military skills. Leadership competencies are 
assessed through the lens of the Infantry Platoon in conventional 
Pl in attack, and more complex OOTW, contexts. Cadets are 
expected to display significantly developed character traits at this 
time and are encouraged and trusted to operate independently 
to complete simple leadership tasks. This phase commences in 
August and runs until the end of November.

The final stage prescribed in the syllabus, the synthesis stage, 
is designed to prepare the Cadet for transition to becoming an 
officer. This is the shortest stage, building as it does on previously 
accumulated knowledge and skills. It runs during the months of 
December and January until Commissioning. 

Leadership Instruction and Assessment

While, over the course of the years, there have been changes in 
the sizes of classes and in the length and nature of their training, 
the primary mission of the Cadet School has remained steadfast 
– to produce leaders of ‘character and competence’. This is the 
objective for each Cadet class and the Potential Officer class 
recently trained and commisioned from the School.

Students receive formal instruction in leadership theory as part 
of their Command, Leadership, and HRM Studies. This theory 
which covers areas such as motivation, team building, values 
and ethics also provides a fundamental understanding of how 
contextual factors such as the nature of followership and different 
situations can influence the selection of an appropriate leadership 
style.  Ultimately however, as leadership is an inherently practical 
skill and is inextricably linked to the personality of the leader, it is 
only developed during periods of experiential learning.  

To this end each student is assessed while in appointment, not 
just during periods of tactical training but also while carrying out 
routine leadership tasks such as Company Orderly Sergeants. 
Cadets are delegated certain responsibilities throughout the 
Cadetship such as the Cadet Captain, Mess President and 
Cadet Lieutenants in addition to a range of other functions and 
roles. Each individual will bring their own style to bear in these 
appointments but the intent is to allow them to develop and 
understand their own style of leadership.         

Notwithstanding changes to the syllabus the fundamental 
structure and focus on tactical training remains unchanged. This 
focus on section and platoon level operations across the entire 
spectrum of war provides the vehicle for leadership training and 
asessment. Throughout their training Students are challenged 
to meet the standards of the Cadet School. Many of these 
challenges are directed towards the competencies required of a 
junior officer in the DF. Our traditional insistence on the highest 
standards, and the resulting professional competence they 
develop here, affords them a degree of credibility and the basis 
for further development on commissioning.  
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Force (JTF) and provides an example of the vital role the NS 
provides in protecting Ireland, and its citizens, as interdictions 
such as this provide a significant service to the State by stopping 
illegal narcotics from entering the distribution network.  

During the Summer of 2015, L.E. Niamh deployed to 
the Mediterranean for Operation PONTUS, which was a 
humanitarian mission conducted in support of the EU response 
to the migration crisis from North Africa. During our three-month 
deployment we successfully recovered 4127 people but also 
had the arduous task of recovering 39 people who had drowned. 
While these missions were physically and mentally demanding, 
we also had the privilege of welcoming baby Destiny during one 
of the rescues in July 2015.  As a father, this was one of the more 
surreal moments on the deployment, which was the first incident 
of a child being born on an Irish State ship, itself an extension of 
Ireland’s territory, and helped put the work the ship was doing on 
behalf of the State into perspective. The most significant rescue 
mission we were involved in occurred in August 2015, when a 
fishing vessel we were travelling towards capsized. This resulted 
in a mass casualty rescue as there were hundreds of people in 
the water, including children.  While there was  significant loss of 
life due to people being trapped in the vessel, we successfully 
rescued 367 people that day, and the intelligence gathered by 
the ship on completion of the rescue played an essential role 
in contributing towards the detention and prosecution of people 
traffickers.

An early career highlight, and one that reflects the unique 
capability of the NS, and its ability to represent Ireland globally, 
was the deployment the NS conducted to South East Asia in 2002 
on behalf of the State.  This was a trade mission on behalf of 
DFAT and Enterprise Ireland. While I was a Cadet at the time, the 
mission played an integral part in my professional development 
as I got to learn and practice the art of Astro-Navigation and 
operating a ship internationally.  I also got to experience first-

hand the importance of sea lines of communication to an island 
nation, such as Ireland, and the amount of trade that Ireland 
relies on from Asia.  I also experienced how the NS resupplied 
the Army deployed in UNMEE (UN Mission in Ethiopia and 
Eritrea). This defence engagement deployment demonstrated 
the important role that the NS can provide in supporting and 
projecting Irish foreign policy across the globe. Reflecting on 
these experiences as an OC, I now have more nuanced and 
developed understanding of the importance of what my platform 
must be able to achieve, and more importantly, my role in 
ensuring my ship remains at a high level of operational readiness 
as the missions we face now and into the future are becoming 
more complex and challenging.

What are the unique challenges of the role and how 
demanding is it in terms of operational capabilities to carry 
out the roles as assigned by Government?

Officer Commanding is a challenging, but highly enjoyable role. 
My primary operational objective is the delivery of Maritime 
Defence and Security Operations (MDSO), and this normally 
involves a four-week patrol cycle, during which we will patrol 
Ireland’s EEZ, thus enforcing Ireland’s sovereignty. As referenced 
by the Chief of Staff in 2015, sovereignty not upheld is more 
imaginary than real, and as such, highlights the importance of 
the work the ship and personnel conducts. Daily challenges 
can be multifaceted and vary from personnel management, to 
decisions about weather systems and their constant impact on 
operations, to mechanical limitations/restrictions. I am fortunate 
to be OC of a P60 class vessel, as the mechanical issues 
experienced by these ships are minimal, and I have an excellent 
engineering team who work hard to maintain all systems at a 
high state of readiness, thus allowing me to operate the ship to 
the full extent of its capabilities. Weather and the increasing level 

The L.E. James Joyce during visit to London
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Competence alone is not enough as H. Norman Schwarzkopf 
suggests that “Leadership is a potent combination of strategy and 
character. But if you must be without one, be without strategy.” 
Reflective of this the students’ character is under constant 
scrutiny. For example, students are assessed during tactical 
exercises on their understanding and application of the Section 
and Platoon Battle Drills, thereby fulfilling the competence aspect. 
However intangible aspects of their character are also formally 
assessed at this time. Nebulous aspects of leadership such as 
drive, resilience, team-spirit, ability to communicate and motivate 
themselves and others are revealed through placing the students 
in uncomfortable situations and observing their reactions. The 
long days and short weeks, the deliberately difficult tasks, the wet, 
cold, and fatigue while on the ground and obviously, Ex-Scratch, 
all provide windows into students’ character. These windows are 
only fully available to assess during periods where “all that you 
have left is the will to go on” and form a vital assurance to the 
staff that all students have sufficient grit to be trusted in the future 
with leadership positions. 

Instructional Climate

The Cadet School implements a Mission Command philosophy to 
guide the actions of the permanent and attached instructors who 
are the curators of our standards. The training staff are obviously 
guided by the syllabus of training, TC’s and TI’s, however the 
manner in which they apply these regulations is shaped by the 
School Commandant, through his Vision and Intent. 

As part this, staff are charged with “creating a high performance, 
student centred learning environment” and setting “the example 
and tone for” students. Central to achieving the end state of 
producing officers of character and competence for the Defence 
Forces is the School Commandants requirement that staff set 
and maintain challenging yet achievable standards for students 
and are tolerant of genuine errors made in the formative stages 
of instruction.  

This paradigm for guiding the ethos of a training institute: setting 
challenging target, accepting mistakes while striving to achieve 
those challenges, and empowering both staff and students 
to make decisions within their own remit and competency has 
proven successful in creating a positive unit climate. This climate 
and the trust given to staff is designed to indirectly influence 
the shaping of Cadets and Potential Officers into future leaders 
who instinctively know to do the right thing, and have the moral 
courage to do so. 

Working in the Cadet School is a privilege, as I work with great 
soldiers. The staff are constantly striving for improvement and 
are ambitious for the students. Each day, the knocks on the door 
are invariably someone coming in to tell me about the problem 
which arose and how they solved it or, better still, suggesting 
innovations to improve training outcomes. For their part the 
students, far from the lazy characterisation of this generation 
as being selfish snowflakes are earnest, hardworking and as 
committed to the DF as every one of the previous 94 classes to 
have passed through the institution.

Biography-Commandant Cathal 
Keohane

I was inducted into the Cadet School in October 1994 
as part of the 71st Cadet Class and Commissioned, 3 
or 4 reorganisations ago, to the 30th Infantry Battalion 
in the Curragh Command. Most of my career could be 
described as falling within the operations or training fields 
as I have served in 4 other home Infantry Battalions, (3rd, 
4th, 12th and 34th (Res)) and also served as Training 
Officer, 2 i/c and CO of 1 BTC.
My overseas service includes 5 different missions across 
3 continents to date and include the 2nd Irish Guard 
in UNMEE in 2002, the 92nd Inf Bn in UNMIL in 2005, 
the 8th Irish Component in Eufor Althea in 2007, (F)
HQ of NBG 11 in 2010/1, and the 111th Inf Bn as part of 
IRISHFINBATT in UNIFIL during 2017/8.
I also served as the Coy Comd of the ISTAR Coy of the 
ISTAR TF in NBG 15 from Jan 2014 until Jul 2015. This 
was a particularly interesting and rewarding appointment, 
as we generated a unit from scratch, trained for nine 
months (including 74 days of exercise) to achieve the 
high standards required during a certification exercise 
in Nov 2015 in Sweden. Following this we maintained 
our readiness throughout the 6 month standby period, 
disbanded the unit and returned better qualified personnel 
and slightly used equipment to their previous units. 
Following completion of my C&S Cse I served as the 
2i/c of the 12th Inf Bn from June 2016 until Sept 2017, 
during which time we prepared to become the lead unit 
for the 111th Inf Bn. I was selected as the Chief of Staff 
for IrishFinbatt from Sept 2017 until May 2018 and on my 
return home was appointed as Chief Instructor and 2i/c 
of the Cadet School, which has been my role from May 
2018 until present.
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The initial report of the Public Sector Pay Commissions (PSPC) 
to Government “found no evidence submitted by the parties of 
general difficulties in attracting new entrants to the Civil Service, 
Education sector, An Garda Síochána or Local Authorities”1.

However, RACO’s extensive and detailed engagement with the 
PSPC did cause it to find “some evidence of specific difficulties 
in recruitment for Defence Forces (DF) Medical Officers, Marine 
Engineers Officers, Engineering Officers (Engr Corps & Ord 
Corps). The report also highlighted difficulties in “retaining 
specialist and experienced personnel in engineering, ICT (CIS), 
pilots, avionic technicians and Air Traffic Controllers”.

Accordingly, the PSPC was further tasked by Government 
to “establish whether, and to what extent, difficulties exists 
in terms of recruitment and retention” in the DF and Health 
Sectors. Where difficulties were identified, in consideration of 
current remuneration package, future pay adjustments, pending 
relief from FEMPI, the specific general work environment 
or organisational issues, career advancement and learning 
opportunities structures, the PSPC was further tasked with 
examining the full range of causal factors effecting recruitment 
and retention. The aim of this was to “generate a range of costed 
options for resolving the identified specific issues” while having 
regard to National fiscal issues.

1 Para 6.5 Report of the PSPC May 2017.

Evidence-based Approach

Notably the Terms of Reference (TORs) for this second report 
stated that the PSPC must develop its own “appropriate 
methodological and analytical criteria to ensure a robust 
evidence-based approach” in producing a report to Government 
by May 2018.

RACO’s Responses to the PSPC

Based on these TORs in early 2018, RACO was given a six-
week deadline to make a second submission to the PSPC. In 
meeting this deadline and in response to the question of “are 
there currently recruitment issues for this sector” inter alia, 
RACO pointed out that;

•  The DF is currently suffering from a dysfunctional cycle of 
turnover, currently at 8.1%, which is unsustainable.

• Management are failing to provide retention initiatives to 
stem the outflow of trained professionals; recruitment and 
retention are intrinsically linked. 

• The cost benefit of retention over forced excessive 
recruitment is indisputable. The loss of trained and qualified 
leader expertise is increasing risk when it takes a minimum 
of 2 - 8 years to safely develop that expertise.

A Critical Phase: The Amárach Research 
Survey & Pension Reform
The recently published Amárach Research Survey on the restoration of theSupplementary 
Pension for Post-2013 entrants recently formed a key component of RACO’s case to the 
Public Service Pay Commission. RACO Professional Staff provide an overview of the sur-
vey and the case to the PSPC.

RACO Gen Sec, Comdt Conor King RACO Dep Gen Sec Lt Col Derek Priestley
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of extreme weather events is also a constant consideration, but 
the longer P60 class with their onboard stabilisation systems are 
a significant advancement in the delivery and sustainability of 
capability delivery in the North Atlantic. 

The quite negative narrative in the media can have an effect on 
personnel, but from my perspective having spent time listening 
to my crew’s concerns, and acknowledging their evident 
frustrations, they are  by and large fully committed to ensuring 
the Naval Service is best positioned to respond if required, be it 
for Maritime Interdiction Operations (MIO), Search and Rescue, 
Intelligence Surveillance and Reconnaissance, ATCA, ATCP, 
Training Support, or Fishery Protection. 

Engagement with the public is also a critical command objective 
and output, as it informs and educates the citizen about the Naval 
Service and the roles and responsibilities entrusted to those 
serving. It allows the ship’s company to explain in person the 
size of our area of operations and the fact that while we operate 
‘over the horizon”, we are always present ensuring that Ireland’s 
Sea Lines of Communications (SLOCs) remain open at all times. 

A patrol in itself requires the ship and its personnel to focus on a 
balance of operations and training. While I focus on the strategic 
and operational outputs of a Sailing Order, the ship’s Executive 
Officer and Heads of Departments ensure this balance is 
maintained. Fishery protection is an example I use to explain 
how we can deliver an output but also benefit from this role to 
advance training and capability development. When the ship 
goes to “Boarding Stations” the whole crew closes up to their 
required positions and roles. 

To focus on the Boarding Team and RHIB team, a Fishery 
protection boarding will produce an output; the boarding or 
perhaps an infringement or detention in the case of legislation 
being broken. On the RHIB team, the Coxswain must get the 
Boarding Team to, from and onto the fishing vessel safely. The 
skill required to get an 8.5metre RHIB alongside a moving fishing 
vessel operating in various sea states and swells is critical.

The Ship, as a ‘floating piece of Irish soil’ is also a diplomatic 
tool which can be deployed at short notice across the globe to 
conduct defence engagement operations. L.E. James Joyce 

deployed to London in March of this year to promote Ireland for 
the St. Patrick’s Festival and to show support to the UK prior to 
Brexit. During the trade mission, the ship opened to the public 
and over five thousand members of the public visited L.E. James 
Joyce, which was berthed outboard of the historic HMS Belfast 
in the centre of London. The ship also hosted a function for the 
Minister for Finance, Public Expenditure and Reform Mr. Paschal 
Donohoe T.D. and the Ambassador to the UK, Mr. Adrian O’Neill 
in support of Irish foreign policy. This event was attended by 
over 200 diplomatic staff, representing a myriad of international 
embassies located in London. This defence engagement visit 
was also used to support Ireland’s bid for a seat on the UN 
Security Council. While deploying to London, the ship conducted 
EU Fishery Protection taskings in the UK EEZ. This proved the 
versatility and utility of Naval platforms to conduct concurrent 
operations. This ability to project Ireland’s interests globally was 
further demonstrated during the recent deployment of our sister 
Ship L.E. Samuel Beckett to New York and Boston in the United 
States. 

How has the acquisition of new vessels assisted the service 
in fulfilling these functions?

The P60 class provides a paradigm shift both for Ireland and the 
Naval Service. Throughout our development as a Navy we have 
adapted well to an ever changing and adverse environment in the 
North Atlantic and have built ships to meet these requirements. 
The P20 class, including L.E. Eithne which were built in Verolme 
Dockyard in Cork, were built to a projected 30-year life span 
and given the planning involved in their construction surpassed 
these requirements and provided almost 40 years’ service before 
being decommissioned. The P50 class, which came into service 
in 1999/2001 are currently undergoing a Mid Life Extension 
Programme (MLEP) in order to enhance and modernise their 
internal systems so that they can meet future operational 
demands and provide a life service in excess of 30 years. The 
P60 class follows this positive trend and as OC of L.E. James 
Joycet some of the technology greatly assists in the delivery of 
MDSO on a daily basis. These ships have great overall range 
which allows them to deploy further away from base. The ship 

The L.E. James Joyce on deployment in the Mediterranean
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