Association of County & City Councils
Driving efficiencies …
an Association of County & City Councils proposal for reforming County & City Council operations and structures so as to achieve greater efficiencies and integration of services.

Context
1) The Minister for the Environment, Mr. Phil Hogan, T.D., met with the Association of County & City Council’s Executive Committee on 24 March 2011 on the evening of the ACCC Annual Conference and issued a challenge to the Association to come forward with a submission which would contribute to the drive for efficiencies in the Local Government system.

2) This document is a focussed response to that challenge grounded on a thorough and extensive consultation with the Association’s membership which is representative of County & City Councils members from the County & City Councils embracing rural, urban and suburban environments.

3) This submission is additional and integral to previous documents submitted by the Association in relation to key themes in local government reform. In July 2008, as part of the White Paper consultation process, the Association tendered an extensive analysis of the structural framework of Irish Local Government and how that might be modified to produce a more streamlined delivery of services (17 July 2008).  Equally, the Association has engaged wholeheartedly with the Efficiency Agenda with its line-by-line response to the 108 recommendations issued by the Efficiency Review Group; the ACCC’s response was sent to the Department of the Environment on 5 November 2010.  
4) The current submission scrutinises the concepts, committee structures, and provision for Directorate positions as introduced by the Better Local Government programme in 1999. The efficiency gain which may be identified by improving communications links within the Corporate Policy Group/Strategic Policy Committee (CPG/SPC) system is a major focus of our study. A parallel concern is the level of integration between public agencies which was a key aspiration of the BLG concept. 
5) The philosophy grounding our work here is the vision asserted in the 1997 report of the Devolution Commission (established by the then Taoiseach, Mr. John Bruton, T.D.) which declared ‘…the objective should be to have a range of functions carried out at local level, in an integrated way, and under local political direction …’

6) The theme running through our scrutiny has been to identify with the thrust of the Efficiency Review Group to achieve maximum value for money. In this way we are feeding into Objective Number 18 (Public Service Efficiencies) of the Programme for Government (2011-16) which prioritises the identification of efficiencies in local government as part of the Comprehensive Spending Review.

7) In summary, the ACCC has identified important areas where the current committee system could be restructured to achieve greater efficiency, greater integration of services, and a clearer leadership role for elected members.

Process 
8) The basis for this submission has been an unprecedented consultation exercise among the councillors who constitute the Plenary body of the Association. Our members convened in a workshop format where they delivered strong and frank assessments on the operations and structures of Local Government and of local development groups.  The value of such a ‘grass roots’ exercise is significant. While previous reform studies of Local Government have operated in a top down format the outcomes identified in this submission are based on the practical knowledge of experienced elected members who, on a daily basis, navigate the relationships between the public, the council as a corporate body, and the activities of external agencies. The workshop Plenary meeting took place on 19 May 2011; the outcomes were further refined by the ACCC Executive Committee/Working Group at meetings on 26 May, 8 June, 22 June & 13 July 2011.
9) The recommendations arising from our consultation and scrutiny exercises are itemised in the following paragraphs. In putting forward the outcomes we are conscious that with thirty-four County and City councils there will be differing emphases on what solutions are needed and how they should be achieved. And this is how it should be: implicit in the concept of local government is that there is flexibility in how various councils respond to the particular needs and challenges of their localities. However we are confident that our conclusions represent a broad consensus on what is working well and on what needs to be fixed.
Recommendations in context
 10)  This document is strongly analytical but it is an analysis with a purpose – namely that specific actions would be taken to bring improvements and efficiencies to the business of local government.  It is our view that an updated Ministerial directive is required to implement the changes we identify in relation to Council governance and operation. We have identified situations which require Ministerial intervention in our recommendations after each subject heading and we urge the Minister to move swiftly on the substance of our recommendations. For clarity the recommendations are itemised in bold print through this document.
Corporate Policy Groups

11) Members report that the Corporate Policy Groups (CPGs) are not working satisfactorily in many Councils. The complaint, consistent across a range of councils, is that CPGs are not communicating with the full membership of councils.  There is a clear feeling that CPGs have become a kind of inner circle which is not relating to the wider membership. This analysis of the CPGs is consistent with a similar view conveyed in the ACCC submission to the  Dept. of the Environment in the White Paper consultation process of July 2008. On that occasion we urged that all council members ‘should be adequately briefed on the activities of the CPG’ (page 9 of ACCC White Paper Consultation Submission, 17 July 2008). 
12) An onus lies with the Chairman of the CPG to make certain that all members of the council are kept informed of the issues under discussion between the CPG and council Management. At a formal level this can be achieved by the distribution of a report from the CPG meetings well in advance of the council plenary meeting and by the CPG chairman reporting to the council. On an informal basis CPG members should brief party colleagues in liaison with party whips while the Chair of the CPG should maintain dialogue with independent members and smaller parties. 
13) On a timing issue, the practice of holding CPG meetings on the morning of a Plenary meeting is not satisfactory. CPG meetings should take place at least a week in advance of the council plenary meeting and reports issued to council members well in advance of the plenary meetings. In a broader sense, the original role of the Corporate Policy Group as a form of cabinet (Section 2.21, Better Local Government, December 1996) needs to be reinvigorated with the chair and members taking ownership of their leadership role in regard to the corporate direction of the local authority. 
           Recommendations:

14) We request that the Minister issues an updated and comprehensive directive on SPCs and CPGs specifying need for a high level of communication between the CPG Chair and all members of the council. 

15) Specify that CPG minutes be circulated at least a week before formal monthly meeting.

Strategic Policy Committees
16) The SPCs that work well are the ones that maintain communication with elected members. As with the CPG the role of the Chair here is crucial. A working Chair who acts as a real and responsive communicator will succeed. A specific problem in relation to SPCs is that in many councils the Chair and members are not setting the Agenda in relation to policy formation which is the whole intention of the SPCs.  It should be noted that the policy making role of SPC members is specifically provided for in local government legislation: 

‘… a county council or city council, shall establish by resolution committees to consider … the formulation, development, monitoring and review of policy’ (Local Govt. Act 200. S.48 (1))
17) SPC members need to be reinforced with the knowledge that they have the power to formulate and lead policy rather than being the passive recipients of policy already drafted by officials. There should be a thorough briefing of SPC members both at the beginning of the Council term and at regular intervals during the life of the Council concerning the issues affecting the council. 

18) Consideration should be given to specific training for SPC chairs as part of their council’s training and education plan for elected members. At a broader level the creation of networks of SPC chairs concerning the different service groups will help to share best practice. For example the chairs of SPC Environmental committees might be facilitated to meet together perhaps on a regional basis. Alternatively, given the demonstrable power of new technology to facilitate learning, consideration might given to setting up an on-line network for councillors holding similar SPC appointments nationwide. This would facilitate SPC chairs to communicate and discuss common problems and solutions with their equivalents in councils throughout the country.
19) Those nominated to the SPCs by outside groups should have a thorough knowledge of the sector which they represent. The external representatives should be able to demonstrate a viable and consistent channel of communication between them and the groups throughout the county/city that they represent.

20) Finally, any obstacle regarding the attendance of statutory bodies as SPC meetings should be lifted. For example, it makes great sense that the HSE be able input to a Housing SPC given the multitude of shared interests.
          Recommendations:

21) Ministerial directive required to update procedures for CPGs/SPCs and should stress the responsibility of the SPC chair to ensure that the whole council is aware of issues being considered at the SPC.
22) Council officials should be advised to involve SPC members at the earliest stage of drafting new policies.

23) Councils to be urged under their Training & Education plan to focus specifically on the needs of SPC chairs.
24) On-line Networks  of SPC chairs with similar service groups  should be encouraged so that best practice can be exchanged
25) An updated directive on the SPC system should emphasise that those nominated from the community and voluntary sector must have clear and sustainable lines of communication with the bodies they purport to represent.

26) Public agencies, and particularly the HSE, should be encouraged to attend relevant SPC meetings. The national guidelines should be amended to give effect to this recommendation.

27) Follow-up the Efficiency Review Group Recommendation No.9 regarding rationalisation of the number of director positions
             Area Committees
28) Consultation of our members on the value of Area Committees brought two contrasting assessments. On a positive rating are Area committees which provide a highly valued local focus on specific nuts-and-bolts matters in the relevant area. 
29) On the other hand there are some Area Committees which were not delivering to their potential because, in the view of councillors, officials do not make a meaningful response to issues raised by elected members. It needs to be emphasised to officials that area committees are working sub-committees of the full council. This has been given explicit official recognition (albeit not statutory): ‘…elected councillors, in their role as community representatives, have the right and the duty, to ensure that policies are translated into effective delivery of services.’ (Section 2.29, Better Local Government, December 1996).  

30) The CPG should monitor reports from area committee members regarding the operation of the committees. Any lack of support from officials at area should be taken up with management by the CPG. 

                Recommendations:
31) a directive should be issue reiterating the importance of the area committees as specified in Better Local Government, 1996.

32) the directive should also task the CPGs with monitoring the engagement of officials to issues raised at Area committee level by councillors;

Joint Policing Committees

33) The JPCs are regarded as having a positive influence through their role in bringing together two hitherto completely separated strands of public policy implementation – the local authorities and the policing authority. 
34) There is however a criticism that the JPC system is overly complex and that the place for Joint Policing Committees is at the county level. The present system where there are numerous JPCs and their sub-committees in a given county needs to be addressed within the concept of efficiency review.

35) A welcome outcome of the JPC process is that An Garda Síochana has aligned its divisional boundaries to coincide with county units. This gives a powerful connection between the local authority and the policing authority. In a handful of areas where this boundary coterminosity has not been completed we would urge progress so that the benefits arising from a combined area of operations can be achieved for the advantage of the community.

36) There is a strong case for a HSE representative on the JPCs given the overlap between policing and health issues relating to problems such as drugs misuse and homelessness.

Recommendations:
37) to achieve efficiencies, establish the JPCs  at the county level only;
38) standardise all Garda divisional boundaries to coincide with local government county boundaries;

County Development Boards

39) The CDBs are regarded as a failure of the original Better Local Government concept. They have no real co-ordinating authority and the intention that they would act as a co-ordinating influence on the full realm of public agencies operating within the County/City has never been realised. The CDBs were intended to be a ‘means for all local agencies and the community and voluntary sector … to work together at local level.’ (Task Force on integration of local government and local development systems, August 1998, par. 2.5). It is felt that there is no justification for the expense involved in maintaining and servicing CDBs and they should be absorbed into the mainstream council framework. The CDBs are dead in the water as are the expensive ten-year strategy reports which they prepared and which were laden with goals which were aspirational rather than realistic.

               Recommendation:
40) integrate Co. Development Boards with mainstream County/City Council operations;

Local Development Agencies 

41) At a time when there is an urgent imperative to drive efficiencies it makes no sense that there is a world of agencies operating in parallel to the electorally mandated County & City Councils. The administrative baggage carried by such agencies in relation to their very limited achievement on the ground is not tenable at a time when scarce resources need to deliver results that are fully integrated with public policy imperatives.  A widely shared criticism was that entrepreneurs seeking assistance from the local agencies were met by labyrinthine application processes which tended to deter rather than encourage workable new ideas.

42) It is our case that under Article 61.2 of the European Agricultural Fund for Regional Development code it is absolutely permissible for a Council to be a fifty percent partner in the establishment and operation of local develop programmes. When the current cycle of such programmes comes to an end in 2013 the opportunity should be grasped to bring such programmes under the auspices of the Council so that there would be a single resource for the administration of the programme in any given area. The same principle would apply in the case of RAPID programmes etc in City Council areas.

          Recommendation:

43) In the spirit of the Efficiency Review Group principles, move swiftly to bring local development agencies and other state funded local groups to a point of complete integration with mainstream County & City Councils.

Devolution  

44) In its April 1997 report the Devolution Commission set out a vision for a programme of devolution which would see ‘a range of functions carried out at local level, in an integrated way, and under local political direction.’ This objective is all the more relevant at a time when efficiencies can be achieved by rationalising the delivery mechanisms for services at local level.

45) A prime example is the County/City Enterprise boards and the array of local development agencies which proliferate in counties and cities. At the same time Councils have a mandate, in the words of the then Minister for Local Government when introducing the 1963 Planning & Development Act, to act as ‘development corporations.’ Following on the discussion in para. 6 above and bearing in mind the drive for efficiencies, it seems logical to suggest a process whereby County Enterprise boards and local agencies would be relocated firmly within the local authority framework and be aligned with the Business Support Units established recently in each council. Such relocation would produce obvious efficiencies by bringing agencies with a similar mandate – that of supporting local enterprise – into one location with consequent savings in overhead and administration. More fundamentally such a move would be a tangible instalment of devolution which would enhance the capacity of the county and city councils.   

46) The Association has also looked at services currently provided by external agencies and which could be co-ordinated within county council structures.

47) Currently a variety of publicly funded agencies are involved with transport. For instance Bus Eireann/Dept of Education deal with school transport. Partnership bodies run community transport services. The HSE has a role in providing for outpatient or transport to day care centres etc. There would be great sense in combining the management and administration of transport services within the local government family. An example in this regard is the rural transport service run under the auspices of Waterford County Council. 

48) A similar analysis of the activities of stage agencies in local areas would suggest that there is much scope for the alignment of tourism development with local authorities given that Councils already have a mandate for promoting business of all kinds. It might be mentioned how councils have for some years have been providing practical support to the community and voluntary fora. On an operational level too there would seem to be much scope for integrating functions of the National Park and Wildlife Services and Waterways Ireland within the county/city council framework
49) Efficiencies could also be achieved  in the relationship between Councils and the Health Services Executive. Often applications for reasonably modest grants for house improvement in the context of the disabled or elderly schemes have to go through multiple inspections before the application is processed. We welcome the prospect of the Rent Supplement scheme moving from the HSE to the local authorities; we feel that there are many more functions especially in the area of inspections which could devolved to the County and City councils and eliminate the wasteful overlaps that exist currently.

50) Two additional areas where projects carried out by different agencies could be brought within the remit of County & City Councils include consumer protection and the inland waterways system.

51) If local authorities were given responsibility for a more integrated approach to service delivery and were to become the hub for the delivery of services at local level it would result in a more balanced cost-effective interaction between the state and the public. 
52) On the question of devolution from central agencies to local government, as an interim step, there is much to be said for having a range of public agencies aligning their organisational structures to parallel with the County & City framework. We have mentioned earlier how this has worked to good effect with the Garda Síochana who without any great upheaval changed their divisional structure to be coterminous with county boundaries. This concept of ‘mapping’ service delivery is way of achieving practical alignment of functions across a range of public services.
           Recommendations: 

53) Revisit the recommendations of the Devolution Commission, 1997, and proactively identify services which could be devolved to county and city councils. A clear functional area here is the local development agencies which should along with County Enterprise Boards should be integrated with the local authority framework.
Financing of local government
54) The Association is conscious of the need for local government to increasingly develop local sources of income. However any move from national to local funding must be managed sensitively to ensure that no gap opens in the quantum of funds available to local authorities to carry out the services which they are obliged to provide. In addition prudent councils which manage to save money should be allowed carry that forward as a credit into their following year’s spending. 
55) The specific methods used to collect money for local authorities in the future are likely to consider of a mix of locally collected household water charges, household site tax, commercial rates, government funding, and some other fees and income.  We are aware of the reality of the IMF/EU/ECB memorandum which essentially expects local authorities to become self-financing in the medium term. 

56) The administrative workload in establishing systems of billing and collecting charges must be considered in the light of pressures to reduce staff numbers. While there are a variety of solutions, including the use of new technology in the area of billing systems, there will nonetheless be a level of office administration involved in billing, queries, arrears follow-up, debt collection and so on. 
57) On the question of cost savings the recommendations in this report regarding the integration of local development services and the devolution of other functions will bring effective cost savings therefore reducing the overall demand on the public purse. 
58) Consideration might be given to a national forum comprising representatives from the local authority representative associations, the political parties, and a cross selection of representatives from the likes of residents groups to establish a template for a widely agreed and commonly implemented template for local government finance. This forum should have a very explicit duration (say, six months) and its remit would be to find agreement on a common framework for funding local government. 
                   Recommendations:-
59) ensure that the transition from national to local funding is managed carefully so that the quantum of funds available to councils is not diminished;

60) carry out a full costing of the administration required to maintain local revenue systems and be aware of this cost in promoting new sources of finance;

61) consider a National Forum on local government finance which within a strict time limit (six  months) would be obliged to find agreement on a common framework for funding local government.

Conclusion  

62) The reform agenda for the public service is crucial to economic recovery and the status quo is not acceptable. Born out of the crisis in the public finances a number of responses have been put in place under the programme for Government. These include the Croke Park agreement which introduces a necessary level of flexibility to staff deployments. Similarly the Government’s Comprehensive Review of Expenditure is identifying budget lines in public spending which can be eliminated or reformed.  The Efficiency Review Group has carried forward this analysis at local government level. 

63) The Association of County & City Councils by assembling and putting into context the evidence based on wide-ranging consultation with our members puts forward this analysis as an informed contribution to the urgent quest for efficiencies in the local government system. 
64) The recommendations above (such as Devolution) will not alone save on resources but will bring forward an efficient and more coherent mode of delivering services to the public through the well established structures of local government. 
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