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Introduction
This compilation document is the outcome of a project developed by the South Dublin 
Community Platform focused on the implementation of the Public Participation Network 
(PPN) in the South Dublin County Council area. This project was undertaken with the 
support of the Community Foundation for Ireland.

The Public Participation Network is one of a series of policy measures introduced by 
government as part of the Local Government (Reform) Act 2014. The rationale for the 
proposed policy changes are set out in Putting People First: action programme for effective 
local government. Three of the policy proposals outlined in the policy document pose 
particular issues for the community sector:

Firstly, the proposal to replace the City/County Development Boards with a new 
Local Community Development Committee (LCDC) and the transfer of overall 
management responsibility, including funding allocation, of the Social Inclusion 
Community Activation Programme (SICAP) to the LCDC. The SICAP is government’s 
principle programme response to social exclusion and is implemented by the area-
based partnerships/local development companies. 

The LCDC will now have a key role in the awarding of the SICAP contract, the 
allocation of funding and the overall monitoring and management of the 
Programme. This effectively puts the local authority in a key social inclusion role, 
without either a notable track record, especially in relation to marginalised groups 
such as Travellers, appropriate expertise or the required organisational capacity to 
undertake this important directive role. 

The creation of a Public Participation Network at local level as a mechanism 
through which community and voluntary organisations interface with local 
authorities (through participation on local authority sub-committees and other local 
mechanisms such as the Joint Policing Forum) will replace the existing interfacing 
mechanism, The South Dublin Community Platform, which is the independent voice 
of communities involved in social inclusion work in the county. It will also displace 
the existing funding made available to South Dublin Community Platform (and 
South Dublin Community Forum) by the Department of Environment, Community 
and Local Government through the local authority. That money will now be 
allocated to the PPN, which will be facilitated by the local authority in accordance 
with the very detailed procedures set down by the department.
  
The third matter is the role of the LCDC in overseeing the compilation of a 6 year 
Community and Economic Plan, an important function which will set down the 
priority areas of focus and high level goals to be achieved – a matter of huge 
concern to those working to reverse the endemic social exclusion experienced by 
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many communities in South Dublin. Ensuring that the Community and Economic 
Plan is both informed in its analysis and appropriate in its social inclusion strategies 
is reliant upon an authentic, independent community presence. There are grave 
doubts about the ability of the PPN, as proposed, to deliver this presence and there 
are significant capacity-related issues surrounding the directive role afforded local 
authorities in matters of social inclusion. 

In order to address these matters before the changes become firmly established, the 
Platform decided to focus on influencing the implementation of these policy changes 
in South Dublin as one of the pilot areas selected by the department. The hope was 
to develop a practical working model capable of encompassing the concerns of the 
community sector while holding to the general policy framework outlined in Putting People 
First. A project proposal was developed and subsequently funded by the Community 
Foundation for Ireland. This enabled the Platform to contract a researcher to track the 
process and to compile a report highlighting key issues and listing a number of important 
recommendations to inform the national implementation process. The report was 
presented to a national seminar in November 2014.

The document comprises of the evaluation report, researched and compiled by Brian 
Harvey, which was presented in PowerPoint at the seminar. The appendices of the 
document contain the responses to the report and a synopsis of the table discussion that 
took place following the presentation and inputs - an important element of the report 
because the comments are made in light of the comprehensive information provided 
through the project. It is our hope that the information provided will serve to inform those 
involved in the PPN process at department, local authority and community level.

Finally, a special thanks to Brian Harvey for his excellent report, to Noel Fitzgerald for his 
masterful compilation of the table discussion points and to Dermot Byrne for his flawless 
organisation of the seminar.

Aiden Lloyd
Chair, South Dublin Community Platform
February 2015
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Executive	summary	and	key	judgements
This is an examination of the experience of the South Dublin Community Platform in the 
Public Participation Network (PPN) in South Dublin.  It was carried out in autumn 2014 by 
examination of the documentary record, 14 interviews and a focus group.  The PPN is set in 
the context of local government reform that began in 1996, in the aftermath of which the 
South Dublin Community Platform was created to represent the voice of disadvantaged 
communities and groups in the county.

The PPN process was launched and implemented with great speed over 2014.  We have 
some fragmentary information on the mixed experiences in other parts of the country.  In 
South Dublin, the platform engaged with South Dublin County Council, proposing that it be 
the voice of the social inclusion pillar; that there be an agreed definition for social inclusion 
organizations; and that there be continued resourcing of the platform.  While these 
propositions initially appeared to be accepted, problems arose which led to a démarche and 
the intervention of county councillors.  There was a resolution whereby the platform be the 
recognized voice and its organizations register, with others. A definition was agreed and the 
secretariat would have responsibility for the new resource worker.  Platform representatives 
were elected to the new secretariat.

Six key issues arose from the research:
- The consultation process, which was regarded as insufficient, with its implementation  
 hasty.  It provided for involvement at the low end of the participation pyramid,   
 while not tackling other aspects of the democratic deficit in local government, such as  
 Strategic Policy Committees;
- The contested role of platform, which although valued by some, attracted a high level  
 of hostility, possibly for its challenge to the majority pathway for our economic, social  
 and community development;
- The numerical imbalance of the three colleges (community, social inclusion,    
 environment), likely to lead to pressure for their redrawing; yet this is one of the most  
 enlightened aspects of the PPN proposal.  Rather than reducing the size of the social   
 inclusion and environmental pillars, they should instead be invested and built;
- Secretariat and worker, the hinge of the success of the PPN.  The current iteration of   
 an unstructured flat structure, with no decision-making power and a resource worker   
 hosted at a distance, has drifted far from the original proposal and could jeopardize   
 its outcome;
- Resourcing, where the consensus that the state should provide a modest investment   
 in community development has broken down, replaced by a mindset of ‘voluntary   
 means voluntary’, one which will leave communities forever disadvantaged;
- Tests of the proposal.  Although it may draw new people into local government,   
 which is welcome, the prospect of the design making a decisive impact is less clear.

Recommendations were made for consultation, the support of platform-type organizations, 
the value of the pillar idea, resourcing, the importance of resolving the issue of the 
secretariat and worker, the need to challenge disinvestment and for an independent 
evaluation.
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Terms of reference
South Dublin Community Platform has sought a proposal for an evaluation of its project to 
develop a model of community participation to enable the community sector to maintain 
a meaningful presence in new structures for community participation in local planning 
and decision-making as outlined in the Local Government (Reform) Act, 2014; guidelines 
on Public Participation Networks (PPNs) and other associated policy documents and 
implementation guidelines.   The platform is concerned that the PPN may weaken the voice 
of social inclusion by shifting the structure of community development organizations away 
from the existing community platform to the PPN and may remove its existing funding 
line. The project aims to develop a model of community participation to provide a working 
solution to the apparently intractable situation introduced by the Act, one that will satisfy 
the requirements of government while enabling the social inclusion community sector to 
maintain a meaningful presence in new and existing structures for community participation 
in planning and decisions making. 

The purpose of this report is to:
•	 Outline	the	work	of	the	project	
•	 Collect	evidence	that	will	make	it	possible	to	evaluate	outcomes	of	the	PPN	process		 	
 against its objectives 
•	 Draw	conclusions	on	its	general	impact	and	outcomes
•	 Document	its	practice
•	 Make	recommendations	on	the	PPN	process	for	community	organizations,	local		 	
 development companies, local authorities and the Department of Environment,   
 Community and Local Government
•	 Enable	this	learning	to	be	available	to	community	organizations	and	local	authorities			
 in other areas.  

meThod 
This study was carried out by means of:

- Examination of the documentation around the PPN process in general and the   
 documentary record of South Dublin in particular;
- Focus group of those members or associates of the platform most involved in the   
 project, held on 4th November 2014; 
- Personal and telephone interviews with 14 key players in the PPN, LCDC, local   
 authority and related processes in South Dublin and elsewhere.  They are listed in the  
 acknowledgements.

Interviews were done on a not-for-attribution base.  Anonymized comments have been 
included in the text to provide a level of detail on the views, attitudes, opinions and 
experiences of those involved.
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1 BAckground And conTexT 
This opening chapter reviews the general context of local government reform (2.1) before 
going on to look at the new system of Public Participation Networks (2.2), Local Community 
Development Committees and Strategic Policy Committees (2.3) and then the role of the 
South Dublin Community Platform (2.4).  Conclusions are drawn (2.5).

1.1 generAl conTexT

Local government was established in Ireland in 1898.  Although concepts of more 
participatory democracy became well established in continental Europe in the post-war 
period and especially from 1968, they were not introduced into Ireland until the reforms 
announced under Better Local Government (1996).  This led to the establishment of City 
and County Development Boards (CDBs) and advisory Strategic Policy Committees (SPCs), 
with requirements on local authorities to engage with their communities in a consultative 
manner and to promote social inclusion.1

This reform came at a time of the significant growth of community-based responses 
to social exclusion, notably area-based partnerships, the Community Development 
Programme (180 projects) and Family Resource Centres (107), which put in place a 
substantial, community-based infrastructure.  Community fora were formed, generally 
on a county basis, from generic and specialized groups working across the spectrum of 
community activities.  In a small number of local authorities, community based groups 
working in the area of social inclusion formed community platforms, their role being 
to ensure that the voice and perspective of those most marginalized be heard.  Local 
authorities were provided with a departmental grant to fund these fora and platforms.

A second reform followed with Putting People First (2012), subsequently legislated for 
in the Local Government Reform Act, 2014 and statutory instruments thereunder.2 
This streamlined the numbers and functions of local authorities, abolished the CDBs 
and established Local Community Development Committees (LCDCs) to manage area 
partnerships and what was then the Local Community Development Programme, 
subsequently retitled the Social Inclusion Community Activation Programme (SICAP) as well 
as the LEADER programme for rural development; and to develop a six-year Community 
Plan.  South Dublin County Council was designated a frontrunner local authority to trial the 
new LCDC.3

Subsequently,	the	Minister	for	the	Environment,	Community	and	Local	Government	
commissioned a Working Group on Citizen Engagement, which was established (2013) to 
broaden the consultative base on the reform.   Chaired by Fr Sean Healy, it recommended 
the establishment in each local authority of Public ParticipationNetworks (PPNs).4 The 
departmental quickly put the proposal into effect, designating South Dublin County 

1 See: The shape of things to come?  The implications of local government reform.  Dublin, Community Directors 
Forum, 1997.
2 Department of the Environment, Community and Local Government: Putting people first.  Dublin, author, 
2012. 
3 The	others	were	Dublin	City,	Dun	Laoghaire/Rathdown,	Leitrim,	Roscommon,	Mayo,	Galway	county,	Offaly,	
Limerick and Cork.
4 Healy, Fr Sean: Working Group on Citizen Engagement. Dublin, Department of the Environment, Community 
and Local Government, 2014.
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Council as a pilot.5 €400,000 was allocated from Dormant Accounts to the local authorities 
to support the process.

The backdrop for the period from 2002 was the radical reduction in the capacity and fund-
ing of community-based organizations working in the area of social inclusion.  Under what 
was variously termed the processes of Endorsement, Integration, Cohesion and Alignment, 
the number of organizations was reduced and brought under the local authorities, with the 
former local development programme put out to commercial tender in 2014.6 In the case of 
South Dublin, two partnerships (Dodder Valley, CPLN) were merged into one.7 The depart-
mental grant for fora and platforms was reduced and finally terminated in July 2014.

1.2 PuBlic PArTiciPATion neTworks (PPns)
The system of PPNs is structured as follows:

-  Plenary PPN for each local authority, to meet at least twice a year;
-		Municipal	PPN	in	each	municipal	district,	to	meet	at	least	twice	a	year;
-  Linkage groups to ensure that particular issues were represented in the process;
-  Community organizations to register under three electoral colleges: voluntary   
 (later retitled ‘community/voluntary’), environment and social inclusion, setting   
 up a county (or city) register.

Management	of	the	PPNs	is	the	responsibility	of	a	‘secretariat’,	which	comprises	three	rep-
resentatives from each electoral college and one from each municipal PPN.  The role of the 
secretariat is to: 

-  Ensure the functioning of the PPN when not in session and coordinate its activities;
-  Implement the decisions of the PPN;
-  Communicate the work of the PPN;
-  Form linkage groups;
-		 Manage	a	resource	worker,	who	will	be	funded	by	but	independent	of	the	council.

It is to meet a minimum of four times a year.  The PPN is expected to draw up a statement 
of how the well-being of the community should best be promoted, informed by the earlier 
research of the National Economic and Social Council.8 Local authorities are expected to 
provide funding for at least one Full Time Equivalent (1.3).(FTE), as well as travel, subsistence, 
training, library facilities, media and newsletters.9 Both the community plan and the vision for 
community well-being offer significant scope for local agenda setting around social inclu-
sion, voluntary and community action and the environment.10  The PPN has responsibility for 
nominating members of the LCDCs and SPCs (1.3).

5 The others were Laois, Tipperary and Galway county.
6 Irish Congress of Trade Unions: Downsizing the voluntary and community sector.  Dublin, author, 2014; The 
Wheel: Budget analysis, 2011, 2012, 2013, 2014, 2015.  Dublin, author; Philanthropy Ireland: Scoping of need in 
social justice sphere.  Dublin, author, 2014.  
7 A statement of the situation of the platform before the Local Government Reform Act and the Working 
Group on Citizen Engagement may be found in Lloyd, Aiden & Lloyd-Hughes, Jennifer: South Dublin 
Community Platform policy position to maintain and secure the community sector voice in new local development 
structures in South Dublin.  Dublin, SDCP, 2012.
8 National Economic and Social Council:  Well-being matters - a social report on Ireland.  §119, vol 1.
9 Department of the Environment, Community and Local Government: Guidelines for Public Participation 
Networks.  Dublin, author, 10th April 2014.
10 Ewing,	Michael:	Creating	and	promoting	a	vision	for	well-being	for	communities	for	this	and	future	
generations.  Dublin, Irish Environmental Network, 2014. 
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1.3 lcdcs And sPcs
Under Putting People First and subsequent guidelines,11 the new Local Community 
Development Committee (LCDC) is to comprise statutory and non-statutory members:

- Elected members;

- Local authority chief executive or nominee;

- State agencies;

- Non-statutory members, comprising:

- Partnership or local development companies;

- Voluntary and community interests;

- Social inclusion;

- Other	civil	society	interests:	business/employer;	farming/agriculture;	trade	
union; environment; local or community development.12  In South Dublin, one 
seat was allocated for the ‘social inclusion’ sector, later increased to two.

Originally,	there	was	to	be	a	maximum	of	15	members,	but	in	the	July	2014	iteration	of	the	
guidelines this was extended up to 21.  Its principal responsibility was to manage SICAP, 
responsibility for which was transferred from July - December 2014 under a competitive 
tender commercialization process.

Strategic Policy Committees (SPCs) were set up following the issuing of departmental 
guidelines in August 1999. In their current iteration, it is proposed that there be six for 
South Dublin: economic development, enterprise and tourism; land use, transportation and 
planning; social and community; environment, public realm and climate change; housing; 
and arts, culture, heritage and libraries.13  These themes are broadly followed across the 
country.  It is a general principle that elected representatives comprise two-thirds of each, 
with one-third drawn from seven sectors: agricultural/farming; environment/conservation; 
development/construction; business/commercial; trade union; voluntary and community; 
social inclusion.  SPCs normally meet quarterly.

11 Department of the Environment, Community and Local Government: Guidelines for the establishment and 
operational of Local Community Development Committees.  Dublin, author, July 2014.  
12 Current	members:	Anna	Lee	(chairperson);	Patricia	Nolan	(South	Dublin	County	Partnership);	Maria	
O’Donoghue	(SDCP);	Padraig	Rehill	(Health	Service	Executive);	Paddy	Lavelle	(Education	&	Training	Board);	
Fiona	Ward	(Department	of	Social	Protection);	Loman	O’Byrne	(Local	Enterprise	Office);	Peter	Byrne	(South	
Dublin	Chamber);	Justin	Byrne	(South	Dublin	Community	Forum);	Greg	Tierney	(Crosscare);	Mary	Corcoran	
(Community	Interest);	Cllr	Pamela	Kearn,	Billy	Coman,	Cllr	Maria	Corr	(South	Dublin	County	Council).	 
13 South Dublin County Council: Draft scheme for the establishment of Strategic Policy Committees.  Dublin, 
author, July 2014. 
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1.4 souTh duBlin communiTy PlATform (sdcP)
Community forums and platforms date to the late 1990s and they took different 
organizational and lexical shape.  The first forums were Blanchardstown, North Dublin, 
Donegal,	Roscommon,	Kerry	and	Galway	City	and	in	time	they	covered	the	country.14 
Some were independent, while others were an integral part of their local partnership (e.g. 
Cork).  Several, though, termed themselves ‘platforms’ and sought to specifically represent 
organizations concerned with social exclusion (e.g. Wicklow) and in some local authorities 
a binary system of ‘forums’ and ‘platforms’ emerged.  Under the white paper Supporting 
Voluntary Activity, €1.27m was provided annually to local authorities to resource their 
activities and where there was a binary system, this was generally split between the two.

SDCP, one of this first wave, was established in 1998, has over 40 members and may be the 
longest surviving in the country.  Its mission is to be:

A dynamic organization seeking to create a collective voice that increases 
participation on all structures with responsibility for local development and is 
committed to the eradication of poverty and the development of an inclusive 
society.15 

It described itself as:

An organization that networks community organizations combatting social 
exclusion and poverty in the South Dublin county area.  The platform promotes 
solidarity through collective action for social justice and the achievement of human 
rights.  The platform acts as a representative voice for the sector on matters of policy 
formation and delivery through its involvement in local decision-making structures 
and through its advocacy work for social change.

In the years that followed, the platform became the voice of marginalized and excluded 
communities in the area and, developing a strong working relationship with the South 
Dublin County Council, engaged in practical activities and projects for the betterment of 
the community.  Whilst some forums have worked hard to include marginalized groups, 
the rationale for platforms was that an independent group was essential if traditionally 
marginalized interests and voices, including a gender perspective thereto, were to be 
effectively represented.  Platforms were more evident in urban areas, where problems 
of poverty and exclusion were most acute and more concentrated.  Although the binary 
system led to some friction between some platforms and some forums, on the whole 
their relationships settled into a spectrum from co-existence to cordiality.16  SDCP was 
represented on 13 bodies, such as the County Development Board, County Childcare 
Committee,	Sports	Partnership,	Joint	Policing	Committee	and	Social	Inclusion	Measures	
(SIM)	committee.

14 Cosgrove, Sharon & Ryder, Niamh:  Community and voluntary sector involvement in the new local authority 
structures - survey report for the Local Government Anti Poverty Learning Network.  Dublin, Combat Poverty 
Agency, 2001; Doyle, Peigin: Anti-poverty work in action.  Poverty Today, §53, January 2002.
15 South Dublin Community Platform: Workplan for 2014.  Dublin, author, 2014. 
16 Area	Development	Management:	The role of the community sector in local social partnership.  Dublin, 2002.



South Dublin Community Platform 
Your social inclusion network

16

1.5 The PPn exPerience ouTside souTh duBlin

First it is important to compare the South Dublin experience with that of other local 
authorities,	especially	to	test	if	this	is	a	unique	model.		Obtaining	a	national	overview,	
though, is problematical. The construction from the 1980s of the Community Development 
Programme, partnerships and other initiatives in the field of community development were 
overseen by the Combat Poverty Agency, which over time accumulated a well-informed 
national perspective of the community development field and established a social inclusion 
programme to work with local authorities.  With its extinction in 2009, that overview 
was lost, which means that our knowledge of the current evolution of the community 
sector’s engagement with PPNs, LCDCs, SPCs and other institutions of the local authorities 
is fragmentary.  The loss of institutional memory and knowledge of contemporary and 
comparable practice is another casualty of government disinvestment in community 
development in recent years.  The process of disintegration is so advanced that there 
appears to be no readily available published listing of community forums, nor of surviving 
platforms.  Although there was a national forum of chairs of community fora, it was not 
resourced for such an overview  role.  It convened a small working group in 2013 and twice 
met with departmental officials and the minister.17

Reports on the PPN across the country present a mixed picture, some local authorities 
being quite prescriptive and intrusive, others being more accommodating of existing 
voluntary and community structures.  Some local authorities kept strictly to the guidelines, 
others less so. Some made substantial efforts to bring in the social inclusion sector, others 
less so.  There is an overall picture of community fora ‘transitioning’ into the new PPNs, but 
the pace and smoothness of this process has been quite variable.  In chapter 2, the SCDP 
had affirmed that it was ‘it is not the job of the state to organize the sector‘ but there appear 
to have been distinct tensions between the independence of the community sector and 
the manner in which local authorities, under departmental guidelines, have attempted to 
fit them into the new framework.  We have information on the process from three specific 
county locations: Cavan, Clare and Wicklow.

Unlike South Dublin, Cavan did not have a separate forum and platform, but in practice 
social inclusion organizations played an active role in the forum.  Cavan Community and 
Voluntary Forum, with 595 registered groups, was successful in persuading Cavan County 
Council that it should be the organizing body for the Cavan PPN, the same approach as 
Clare, but with an opposite outcome.  Well-publicized election meetings were held for the 
three municipal districts and the three sectors (environment, social inclusion, voluntary and 
community) during July, with support funding provided by the Peace III programme.   

The Cavan PPN was formally established on 9th September 2014, with the Cavan Forum 
evolving into the Cavan Public Participation Network (CPPN) and a secretariat was elected.  
CPPN representatives were duly elected to the LCDC and SPCs.  It adopted a Representative’s 
Charter, which sets down the principles of community development, values (equality, anti-
discrimination, collective action and community empowerment); the role and accountability 
of representatives; communications; expectations of the network and the local authority; 
training; and a Code of Ethics and Behaviour and Principles of Good Governance.

17  Various terms have been applied to this group and its iterations, such as the National Community and 
Voluntary Forum, National Community Forum and the National Forum Chairs Network.
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Cavan PPN has stated the principles on which it intends to operate, namely independence 
of action, accessibility for meetings and resourcing, as well as operation of the Aarhus 
Convention’s principles of transparency.  CPPN has applied to the county council for a 
budget of €45,008 for 2015, the largest element being a full-time coordinator post, with the 
balance of allocations for administration, printing and publishing, travel and subsistence, 
training and capacity building.  

In Co Clare, the participation of Clare Community Forum in the new PPN and related 
structures took a catastrophic turn.  The forum, established 2000, rooted in a long-standing 
tradition of voluntary action in the county, comprised 680 organizations.  The forum 
proposed in June 2014 that it morph into the new PPN, proposing it be re-titled the ‘Clare 
Community Forum Public Participation Network‘ and that its executive function as the 
secretariat.  This initially appeared to be accepted at the time, but two show-stopping 
problems emerged.  These were the forum’s database, from which the council hoped to 
form the new county register, but one which presented significant intellectual property 
and data protection issues; and its nomination of representatives to the LCDC and SPCs, 
which	was	challenged.			Negotiations	broke	down	6th	October	and	without	the	resources	
previously supplied through the departmental grant, the forum was no longer in a position 
to continue in operation and accordingly convened a meeting on 3rd December for its 
winding up.18

The precise circumstances which led to a breakdown of relationships in Clare, which at time 
of writing were deadlocked, are not known.  It has been suggested that the Clare County 
Council was not prepared to apply the level of flexibility prompted in the departmental 
guidelines and the forum accused the county council of an over-controlling attitude, even 
using the term ‘dictatorship‘.  Clare may be, in microcosm, an example of the many larger, 
unresolved issues between the state and the voluntary and community sector. 

Wicklow was one of the original counties with a community platform.  In 2011, the platform 
was told by the county council that the county could no longer continue to have or fund 
both a community platform and a community forum and the two were duly merged as 
the County Wicklow Community Forum (CWCF).  No sooner had this reorganization been 
completed than the PPN proposal was published and in summer 2014 the new CWCF was 
speedily reorganized as the Co. Wicklow PPN, its name changed again and a secretariat duly 
elected.

18  Clare Community Forum: Clare’s community and voluntary representatives led a merry dance - Clare 
Community Forum announces proposal to wind up the Community Forum after 14 years of representing 
volunteers in Clare.  Sixmilebridge, author, 2014.  The county manager was invited to comment on the press 
release making this announcement, but no reply had been received by the time the report was concluded.



South Dublin Community Platform 
Your social inclusion network

18

1.6 summAry And conclusions

The Public Participation Network comes at a time of local government reform dating to 
1996, set against a backdrop of change sweeping across the voluntary and community 
sector in Ireland.  Development of the PPN is closely connected to the evolution of Strategic 
Policy Committees in the local authorities and the new Local Community Development 
Committees, to which the PPN will appoint representatives.  The South Dublin Community 
Platform, which dates to the late 1990s reforms, was a distinctive method of ensuring that 
the voice of socially excluded groups and communities be heard and, being possibly the 
last surviving platform, is of particular significance.

Due to the state’s disinvestment in community development and anti-poverty work, we 
lack	an	overall	picture	of	the	development	of	PPNs	across	the	country.		Our	information	is	
fragmentary, but we have an account of a positive outcome in Cavan but of a breakdown 
of the proposal in Clare.  In most parts of the country, community forums appear to have 
morphed into the new PPNs (e.g. Wicklow), but the fate of the social inclusion voice in this 
process is not well known, which is why the South Dublin experience is doubly important 
(chapter 2).
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2 souTh duBlin communiTy PlATform ProjecT 
The purpose of this chapter is to outline the project undertaken by the South Dublin 
Community Platform in 2014 to develop a model of participation that respected both the 
platform and the reforms introduced by government.  This chapter outlines the approach 
taken by the platform (2.1), followed by the substantial part of the chapter, the timeline (2.2) 
and then a summary (2.3) before an analysis is made in chapter 3.

2.1 APProAch of The PlATform

In examining the reforms of Putting People First and the Working Group of Citizen 
Engagement, the South Dublin Community Platform took the view that:
	 •	The report of the working group was not prescriptive: there was flexibility for each   
    county or city to determine how best to apply its principles.  It should not undermine   
    existing participative arrangements that worked well;
	 •	The new structures for the LCDCs provided excessive representation for already well   
      represented sections of people (through elected representatives) while allocating only  
    one seat (later two) to the social inclusion sector;
	 •	It should continue to act as the representative voice for the community development,   
   social inclusion interest.19

Later, the SDCP was to sound the alarm at the effective transfer of the departmental 
funding which had previously support the platform (and the community forum) to the 
new secretariat, which, moreover was transferred into dormant accounts.  The platform 
considered these changes to present a serious challenge, in the context of decisions by 
governments to reduce the size and influence of the voluntary and community sector.   It 
could refuse to engage in the process, but ‘there was scope to influence the application of 
these measures, especially so since South Dublin was a front-runner for the LCDC process 
and a pilot county for the application of the PPN.  The South Dublin County Council would 
be regarded as a more enlightened local authority area and there is a long history of 
collaborative working between the community sector and senior council officials’.20

On	the	new	LCDC,	the	South	Dublin	Community	Platform	was	more	skeptical	and	expressed	
the view that there was a good case for a new mechanism to compensate for the virtual 
invisibility in the representative process for the marginalized and for women, that the 
LCDC reflected existing power differentials and provided little space for those who were 
excluded.21 With these reservations, the platform began to engage in the process, as 
outlined in 2.2: Timeline.

19 South Dublin Community Platform: Position on report of the Working Group on Citizen Engagement.  
Dublin, author, 23rd April 2014.
20 South Dublin Community Platform: The implementation of the Public Participation Network in South 
Dublin County - update on discussions with South Dublin County Council.  Dublin, author, July 2014. 
21 South Dublin Community Platform: Information Bulletin - Local Community Development Committees.  
Dublin, author, January 2014.
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2.2 Timeline

The following is an account of the development of the project.

23rd January 2014.  Information and discussion meeting Putting Socially Excluded People 
First, to discuss local government reform and how the community sector’s voice could 
be maximized through the new LCDC.   Speakers: Grainne Begley, secretary, SDCP; Aiden 
Lloyd,	chairperson;	Maria	O’Donoghue,	representative	on	LCDC;	Robin	Hanan,	European	
Anti Poverty Network Ireland (EAPN) and a member of the Working Group on Citizen 
Engagement.22

28th February.  Publication by the Department of the Environment, Community and 
Local Government of the Working Group on Citizen Engagement, chaired by Fr Sean 
Healy, outlining the new structure of PPNs, followed by the decision that  South 
Dublin County Council be one of four ‘front-runner’ local authorities to pioneer their 
introduction.  The first position of the platform was that the PPN in South Dublin should 
comprise the existing local structures of the Community Platform, the Community 
Forum and the Environmental Pillar.

13th	March.	Putting Socially Excluded People First follow-up meeting and update.  
Following this, the platform outlined its perspective on these changes, set in the 
broader context of the evolution of community development and its own future 
role in presenting the perspective of the most marginalized through local authority 
structures.23

19th	March:	Department	of	the	Environment,	Community	and	Local	Government	
announcement that €11,900 will be made available to South Dublin County Council to 
support the work of the Community Forum and SDCP, to be divided equally between 
the two, the allocations to last until end June 2014.  This was a reduction of -8.5% 
compared to the previous year.  The national allocation was €228,220: the minister 
announced that this would be the last funding, for this field would become a local 
authority responsibility from 1st July.

23rd April.  SDCP expressed its concern to the Department of the Environment, 
Community and Local Government that the proposed PPN changes did not take 
sufficiently into account existing structures and relationships such as those between 
the platform and the South Dublin local authority.  The PPN proposals undermined the 
community sector’s structures, were overly complex and displaced resources away from 
systems that were working well.  The state should not take on the organization of the 
community sector and would never impose such direction on the business community, 
farmers or trade unions.  The platform insisted that it be recognized, there be flexible 
implementation of the structure at local level and that its funding be continued.

1st	May.		Position	paper	by	SDCP	to	the	Department	of	the	Environment,	Community	
and Local Government outlining its concerns on PPNs and LCDCs.  SDCP asks the 
department for clarification on the role of community platforms,granted that 
community and voluntary fora do not represent social inclusion interests.  The 
department informs the SDCP that local authorities should use those arrangements that 

22  South Dublin Community Platform: Backdrop to structural changes at local level. PPT, 23rd January 2014.
23 South Dublin Community Platform: Community development policy position.  Dublin, author, 2014. 
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they consider most representative, particularly where groups may not be represented 
on the fora.  The department said that it was aware that fora did not necessarily 
represent social inclusion interests; that only a minority of local authorities had 
community platforms; and that local authorities should develop systems that were most 
representative.  The department did not take a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach and that the 
guidelines were written to allow as much flexibility as possible.

19th June.  South Dublin County Council tripartite meeting with the forum, platform and 
environmental pillar: agreed to set up PPN working group of the three and the council 
to progress putting the PPN into operation.  Following the end of departmental funding 
at the end of the month, €12,000 was allocated from Dormant Accounts to South Dublin 
County Council for the PPN process.

1st	July.		As	announced	in	March,	end	of	departmental	funding	for	SDCP	and	
Community Forum.

4th July.  Press statement by SDCP Community Platform Facing Uncertain Future:  
without funding the platform is in danger of disappearing.

18th July.  Newly elected South Dublin Council agrees and publishes new draft scheme 
for six SPCs and invites comments. 

25th July. South Dublin County Council advises the platform that the new PPN will 
have 5 seats on the new LCDC, divided between social inclusion (2), community (2) and 
environment (1).  Until the PPN was set up, both the platform and the forum would 
continue to nominate representatives to the LCDC. 

23rd July.  Council convenes information meeting to explain the new PPN set for 10th 
September.  A formal invitation is then issued to community groups and organizations 
to attend.

14th, 26th August: PPN working group.  SDCP reminded the working group of its 
concerns that the PPN process might weaken the voice of excluded people and that 
diverting platform funding to the secretariat was problematic.

27th August.  Following the meeting of the working group the previous day, the 
SDCP wrote to the Head of Services in South Dublin to protest that its views had not 
been heard and that it was considering withdrawal from the process.  The council had 
reneged on the ‘three pillars’ structure which recognized the role of the platform; and 
on promised funding for July to the end of the year.  The platform is the mechanism 
through which the social inclusion sector in South Dublin should organize and interface 
with agencies, authorities and local development companies.  It is not the job of the 
state to organize the sector [and duplicate the role and function of the platform], it says.  

4th September, 3.36pm.  The council replies, regretting the contents of these 
representations, expressing a continued wish for cooperation but stressing that it is 
bound by government guidelines: ‘it is not envisaged that existing structures will be 
developed as the pillar or pillars going forward.  Engagement with all stakeholders 
and individual constituents is the backbone of the PPN structure and must be open for 
groups or organizations to decide [how to] be represented.  Indeed the platform can be 
part of that in its own right and have available to them [sic] the opportunity to represent 
and be represented by being part of the Social Inclusion Pillar’. 
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4th September, 7pm.  Emergency meeting of the platform to discuss what is termed 
the council’s U-turn on recognition of the platform.  The platform decided to attend 
the 10th September meeting to express its concerns, but to withhold consent and 
registration until it obtained clarification on the implications for the platform.  The 
platform understood that there would be no recognition of existing bodies, like itself. 

10th September.  The Platform protested at the manner in which the PPN was being 
established, insisting on (1) recognition as the social inclusion pillar (2) guidelines be set 
to define the registration of social inclusion organizations24 and (3) the staff allocation to 
the PPN be independently recruited and managed. 

The platform sought a meeting with councillors belonging to the Progressive Alliance 
(Sinn Fein, Labour, independent, Green) to ensure that it would be able to play a role in 
the new PPN.  Councillors expressed their concern to the Director of Services about the 
meeting and supported the platform proposals.

17th September.  Special meeting of the platform to agree its future role in the PPN.  
This decided that social inclusion organizations would participate in the PPN process 
on the basis that there would be progress on its concerns.  The platform suggested its 
retitling as the ‘Social Inclusion Pillar/Community Platform’ as a means of meeting the 
terms of the departmental guidelines.

22nd	September.		Meeting	between	the	platform	and	the	Progressive	Alliance.

3rd	October.		South	Dublin	County	Council	gave	assurance	to	Progressive	Alliance	
councillors that the administrative assistant would be independent from the local 
authority and hosted by a group selected from those parties indicating an interest; that 
the platform would block register the social inclusion college within the PPN structure; 
and there would be a formula for defining social inclusion groups. Following this, the 
platform recommended that social inclusion organizations register by the upcoming 
deadline.

10th	October.		Closing	date	for	registration	of	voluntary,	community	and	environmental	
organizations under PPN (members registered themselves), using a standard form South 
Dublin Public Participation Network Registration Form.  Guidance note issued outlining 
the three pillars and how they were defined.25

17th	October.		Meeting	of	platform,	which	agreed	three	representatives	be	proposed	for	
the PPN secretariat to match the three each for the forum and the environmental pillar.

24 These originally proposed were that social inclusion groups be defined as community or voluntary 
organizations whose primary focus is social inclusion, which is reflected in their action and that were 
committed to: work in a collective way; represent the interest of groups experiencing poverty and social 
exclusion either directly through advocacy or indirectly through policy work; inclusive of those experiencing 
social exclusion and inequality at all levels of the organization, including at management structure; 
committed to openness, transparency and accountability; achieving equality for all in society and be located 
or active within the administrative area of South County Dublin. 
25 In the case of social inclusion, this was defined as organizations ‘working to improve the life chances 
and opportunities of those who are marginalized in society, living in poverty or unemployment.  Social 
inclusion organizations use community development approaches to build sustainable communities, 
where the values of equality and inclusion are promoted and human rights are respected.  They focus on 
working with the most marginalized including families on low income, people with inadequate training or 
qualifications, ethnic minorities, Travellers, people with disabilities, disadvantaged women, substance abuse 
or dependency, homelessness’.



South Dublin Community Platform 
Your social inclusion network

23

21st	October.		First	meeting	of	new	PPN	to	elect	secretariat	of	nine.		This	was	broken	
into the three pillar groups to vote their representatives.  The procedure set down 
that in each electoral college or pillar, candidates would have 3min to make their case, 
following which the candidates with the three highest votes would be deemed elected.  
Under the different colleges, three representatives were elected from each of the three 
colleges, all the panels being contested and three representatives of the platform were 
duly elected to the secretariat.26 

30th	October.		First	meeting	of	secretariat,	attended	by	the	council.		It	was	agreed	
that eight linkage groups should be formed and the first meetings of all were set for 
November.  The next plenary meeting was set for 4th December, where nominations for 
council committees would be invited.

 

2.3 summAry And conclusions
When the package of local government reforms was introduced - the Local Government 
Act, LCDCs and PPNs - the South Dublin Community Platform found itself having to con-
sider how best to participate in the new structures, or not do so.  Arising from information 
sessions and extensive discussion among its members, the platform decided to express its 
concerns while taking the decision to participate.  Encouragingly, the department indicated 
in	May	a	preparedness	to	be	flexible	in	the	application	of	the	new	framework,	with	the	
platform formally engaging with the county council through the working group estab-
lished 19th June.  This understanding of flexibility broke down at the end of August, with 
the platform taking an in-out position of deciding to attend the September meeting, but 
withhold consent and registration pending further discussions and an intervention by the 
Progressive Alliance.  These led to assurances of a continued role for the platform through 
the new structures and an agreed definition for social inclusion organizations.  In the end, 
the platform was successful in ensuring its recognized role and election to the secretariat in 
October.		The	first	meeting	of	the	secretariat,	though,	raised	fresh	questions	as	to	how	the	
new arrangements would function.

26		Doreen	Carpenter,	Aiden	Lloyd,	Maurice	Walsh.	
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3 ouTcomes, imPAcT And issues Arising 
The purpose of this chapter is to examine the outcomes and impact of the project (3.1).  
In the event, the state of development of the PPN process is still at an early stage, so 
conclusions here are tentative.  The process opened up a set of issues about the PPN 
process and its prospects: these are discussed at greater length (3.2) before  conclusions are 
drawn (3.3).

3.1 ouTcomes And imPAcT

The first task of this research was to assess the impact of the South Dublin Community 
Platform programme of engagement with the South Dublin County Council.  A first, overall 
observation, is that the PPN process was launched suddenly, presenting a significant 
challenge not only to the platform, but to community and environment groups and even 
the county council itself, who found difficulty assessing its status, intent, nature and 
implications.		Once	it	was	understood	that	the	PPN	process	would	be	quickly	applied	in	
South Dublin and the other local authorities in the course of the summer and autumn, 
the platform sought to mobilize its members and others concerned with social inclusion 
to ensure that the voice which it had built up over the previous fifteen years be fully 
represented in the new process.  In particular, the platform sought three aims: to ensure 
that it became the representative body for the social inclusion pillar or college; that there 
be a working definition for social inclusion organizations; and that resources continue to be 
applied to fund the platform and its work for social inclusion in the county.

The council initially accepted these propositions.  When they later appeared to be revoked 
in order to conform to departmental requirements, there was a démarche leading to an 
intervention by local authority councillors, discussion between the local authority and 
the department on the interpretation of the guidelines and a pragmatic solution which 
largely returned to the original propositions.   If we compare the original propositions 
to the actual outcomes, the platform can be described as essentially successful in one 
aim, entirely successful in a second and less successful in a third.  In the first, that the 
platform be recognized as the organizing body for the social inclusion college or pillar, the 
platform was largely successful.  A formula was agreed whereby the platform registered 
its own members as electors and that the college be also joined by other social inclusion 
organizations that were not necessarily members of the platform.  The platform remained 
the lead organization and in the key test of election to the secretariat, its three candidates 
were	elected.			On	the	second,	the	working	definition	of	a	social	inclusion	organization,	
proposals	acceptable	to	the	platform	were	agreed.		Outcomes	on	resourcing	were	much	
less satisfactory and remain ambiguous.  Departmental funding for the platform, routed 
through the council, concluded in July, leaving the platform without funding.  This funding 
was effectively transferred to the resource worker for the secretariat, so the platform will 
have, a one-third interest in the management of this worker, shared with the community 
and environmental pillar.  The status and future of the secretariat and resource worker have 
yet to be resolved, making this outcome still unclear (see 3.2.4, below).

Overall,	the	platform	has	maintained	its	position	as	the	recognized	voice	for	social	inclusion	
in the county, a role which has attracted criticism, as discussed below.   The right of social 
inclusion groups to organize themselves was re-affirmed.   The platform has survived the 
PPN process, ensured election to the secretariat and is in a good position to influence the 
future direction and priorities of the PPN process, whatever they might hold.  Although the 
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strict application of departmental guidelines might have threatened the existence of the 
platform, a combination of political intervention by councillors, together with a pragmatic 
approach by officials, ensured a largely positive outcome.  It is possible that the platform 
had sufficient strength, through the threat of withdrawal from the process and subsequent 
public criticism, to make a refusal to respond politically expensive to the council.  This could 
have created a negative environment for the establishment of the PPN, but was never 
tested to the full.  There is therefore much that is positive to take from this experience, an 
example and model that could be applied to other local authorities.

Such an outcome was not inevitable, as the earlier example from Clare made clear.  The 
South Dublin experience shared features in common with that of Cavan.  First, both Cavan 
Community Forum and South Dublin Community Platform made an early move on the local 
government reform and PPN process, pro-actively informing their memberships from the 
start and then outlining to local government how their model might, could and would work.  
They kept abreast of and made themselves familiar with departmental documentation 
throughout.  In a rushed process, they managed to make time and space to manage a better 
outcome.  

Second, this was a process that exposed tensions in local and national government between 
pragmatism vs strict application.  Two different approaches were in evidence, summarized 
as ‘can-do, let’s-get-on-with-it’ (pragmatism) versus ‘stick-to-the-letter’ (strict application) 
at both national and local level.  Local authorities were conscious that when they got a 
letter from the department starting “You are directed...” that this was not an invitation to a 
negotiation.  Even if the local authority agreed to a ‘pragmatic’ approach, this then had to 
be negotiated with the department.  In South Dublin, the pragmatic approach at one stage 
became unstuck, there was a brief confrontation but the will to reach a pragmatic resolution 
was	stronger	than	preparedness	for	a	stand-off.		Other	community	forums	in	different	parts	
of the country report experiencing similar episodes of pragmatism vs strict application 
from	both	local	authorities	and	the	department.		Overall,	this	was	not	a	process	that	was	
consistently managed or messaged from government level.

Third, the relatively positive outcomes in Cavan and South Dublin deserve an explanation.  
In other parts of the country, different outcomes were attributed to being ‘down to 
personality’ in the different localities, but it should be possible to find more rational 
explanations than randomness.  In both parts of the country, there has a been a history 
of cooperation between local authorities on the one hand and voluntary and community 
organizations in the other.  South Dublin hosted some of the early projects against poverty 
in the 1980s, the early partnership companies and had close ties to the Combat Poverty 
Agency, whose approach may have colonized some of the thinking in the local authority.
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3.2 issues Arising

Six key issues arose in the course of this experience: each is examined in turn.  These issues 
had been neither predicted nor selected for examination in advance and emerged, with 
remarkable consistency, from the interview process.   These were:
- The consultation process around the introduction of the PPN;
- The contested value of community platforms;
- The balance of the colleges;
- Secretariat and worker;
- Resourcing;
- Tests: will it work?   Each is examined in turn (3.2.1-6), with anonymized contributions from 

interviewees and the focus group.

3.2.1 consulTATion

There was strong criticism of the manner in which the PPN process was organized, many 
using the term ‘imposed’.  There was criticism of the mandate of the Working Group on 
Citizen Engagement and confusion as to whether the working group comprised ‘hand-
picked individuals’ or people with some kind of mandate from the sectors whence they 
came.  The status of the report was never clear and it was not treated seriously at first.  
When the working group report was published, it was regarded as ‘another crackpot idea’ 
‘off	the	wall’	‘off	their	rocker’,	that	it	would	go	away.		Many	people	felt	that	‘it	was	only	a	
report’ and were taken aback by its speedy implementation.   There was no discussion and 
‘it was accepted without a whimper’.   All - from voluntary and community organizations 
to the local authorities - underestimated the preparedness of the minister to push the 
proposal through.  They speculated as to its real intent and purpose and that it might have 
been targeted at ‘sleepy rural local authorities’ rather than urban ones.    

All regarded the proposed PPN structure as complicated, many needlessly so, ‘hard-to-
explain’.  The ‘big bang’ approach, introducing it quickly, meant that the process was not 
properly thought through and that as late as the secretariat elections, many participants still 
had only a limited idea of how the system was supposed to work.  Several wondered about 
what would have happened had the working group consulted  more widely: ‘who knows?’  
‘There should have been a real consultation, not a top-down “this is what we are doing”’.   
Councillors did not appear to be consulted either, yet they were central to local authority 
democracy.  Although there were a small number of workshops, they did not appear to 
reach those connected to this project and there was sense that the process of consultation 
fell far short of what the issue merited.   

Local authorities were faced with being obliged to introduce a new system in a remarkably 
short period of time, while outside them, many questioned whether local authorities had 
the skills sets to implement the PPN.  The PPN was described as ‘an executive-level roll-out’, 
‘we were just told it was happening’.  Some local authorities already had well-established 
systems of consultation and were well-rooted in local communities, South Dublin having a 
good reputation and record.  For them, such a new structure may have been superfluous, a 
needless intrusion and on the community side there were arguments of ‘why fix something 
that isn’t broken?’ The comment was made that ‘had the other local authorities being doing 
their job properly, none of this would have happened’.
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There was a perception that the PPN process was starting at the wrong end.  The problem 
was not at the bottom end of the local authorities, but at the top, where mechanisms for 
engagement were far from citizen-friendly.  Voluntary and community participants argued 
that a more useful priority would have been to ‘fix the SPCs’ and make them effective.  
They found SPCs a frustrating experience, some even a waste of time, giving them no 
effective leverage (though this negative perception was challenged by some who argue 
that they had unseen influence that they did not realize).   Several called them ‘useless’.  In 
response, South Dublin had adopted a roundtable format for its SPC meetings, a small but 
important move away from the very formal, traditional local authority approach and some 
had sub-groups.  Nevertheless, voluntary and community organizations were still resented 
and outgunned by elected councillors and felt even more at a disadvantage following 
a reformulation of seats in autumn 2014, which in their view reduced the proportion of 
voluntary, community and environmental sector representation even more.  The most 
recent proposal for seats on the South Dublin SPCs had no social inclusion representatives 
on committees responsible for economic development, enterprise and tourism; land use, 
transportation and planning; environment, public realm and climate change; with no 
environmental representatives on SPCs responsible for social and community; housing; arts, 
culture, heritage and libraries; economic development, enterprise and tourism.  They were 
not included in areas that mattered greatly to them.

Having said that, all people welcomed the principle of improving local democracy.  The 
PPN held out the prospect of broadening of the democratic base: ‘local authorities really 
do need to engage with civil society, especially around disadvantage’.  Both the local 
authority and voluntary and community side took the view that if it promoted a better 
level of involvement, then they would try see what good could come from it, but with the 
reservation that ‘an imposed system is still an imposed system’.

A final footnote to the issue of consultation is the status of pilot counties, of which South 
Dublin was one.  It is presumed that the purpose of the pilot was to first test the PPNs in 
the pilot areas, so that the lessons arising could be applied to the others.  If that is the case, 
the documentation arising from the pilot, including the lessons learned, does not appear to 
have been published or to be readily available in the public domain.

3.2.2 VAlue of PlATforms

The concept of a community platform to bring ‘the voice of social inclusion’ together 
remains a key question of this research.  Such a voice is essential if the issues affecting 
disadvantaged communities are to receive the priority that they deserve.  Conversely, 
unless social inclusion groups organize themselves, then decisions will be taken in their 
absence or without their participation.  This is not universally accepted and other counties, 
more especially the rural ones, are emphatic that social inclusion voices are fully integrated 
in community forums, that they are clearly heard and facilitated to a maximum degree to 
make their case and access the authorities.  A subtext to this particular discussion is that 
civil society organizations - be they for social inclusion or not -  should be free to organize 
themselves and not be organized by the state, a right on which the PPN appeared to 
intrude.
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Turning to South Dublin in particular, there are mixed views on the South Dublin 
Community Platform.  Some considered a good idea on principle: ‘a good idea in local 
development to have a social inclusion cluster’ and that a platform provided a useful 
dimension to local decision-making. 

On	the	other	hand,	the	platform	attracted	criticism,	even	hostility.		It	is	regarded	by	some	
as unrepresentative, uncommunicative, uncollaborative, a closed shop, unproductive 
(‘where are its policy reports?’), ‘staff only interested in keeping their jobs’, ‘mainly people 
in paid jobs’, ‘failed councillors’, ‘mainly there for the money, just a system to get money’, 
‘paid folk who won’t come to evening meetings’, failing to make themselves known (‘what 
does it actually do?’), oppositional, no longer in tune with the times (‘its sell-by date has 
gone’), exclusive, over-controlling, ‘behaving like a bully in the electoral process’, ‘rigging 
the election’, ‘having it all sewn up’.  Its representative character was disputed by many 
(‘most social inclusion groups won’t even join it’).  ‘All you ever saw was the full-time 
workers, never their board members’.  ‘It never asked for meetings with anybody and was 
invisible until it turned up on election night’.  Several hoped and expected that with the 
establishment of the social inclusion college, the unwanted platform would now stand 
down	(‘never	saw	its	purpose’,	‘no	loss	to	us’).		Others	were	more	sympathetic	and	realized	
that in the absence of resourcing, its activity level had suffered badly in recent years.  

It is difficult to interpret the unusual level of hostility to the platform: it is possible that its 
challenge to the prevailing majority view on the national pathway of our economic, social 
and community development, it has attracted unusually concentrated fire.

3.2.3 The BAlAnce of The colleges

The balance of the three electoral colleges emerged as a widespread concern during the 
PPN process.  There is likely to be pressure to re-draw these elements in the future, one 
commenting	‘this	is	proportionality	gone	mad’,	a	view	widely	shared.		More	cautious	
opinions called it ‘unbalanced’.  There was a prevailing view was that assigning equal 
weight to very large community fora (some with over two thousand members), the small 
social inclusion constituency (‘a handful of organizations’) and the tiny environmental 
constituency was perverse, making the PPN process quite unrepresentative.27 The three 
pillars (and their consequential electoral and representational rights) should reflect 
the relative numbers of organizations in each.   Related to the PPN process, there was 
resentment at the re-jigging of seats on SPCs and other representative bodies to continually 
re-balance pillars, processes that seemed to leave everyone unhappy.

27 Differing figures have been presented for the proportion of delegates under the electoral colleges who 
participated in the election of the secretariat.  Typical figures run in the range of 38 to 98 forum participants, 
30 to 60 for the platform and 8 to 10 for the environmental college, but this is open to dispute.  The voting 
record shows that the maximum votes for any environmental candidate was 6; community, 26; and social 
inclusion, 29.   So far, no official record appears to have been published. 
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The accusation of imbalance would be contested by the platform, which would draw 
attention to the consistently high activity level of its membership and its ability to mobilize 
its members for events and representation.  Criticism of the pillar system misses one of the 
central points of the PPN process, which is that it is intended to reflect, at local level, some 
of the principles of national social partnership and the European Gothenburg process, 
which is that it is critical that environmental interests be represented in decision-making 
at all levels.28  No one appears to have noted that state supports for the environmental 
sub-sector of the voluntary and community sector in Ireland have been minimal and that 
it is quite under-developed compared to Northern Ireland, Britain and continental Europe, 
even	less	resourced	than	community	development.		One	contributor	pointed	to	the	long	
list of environmental issues in South Dublin, from illegal dumping to recycling, but no 
environmental groups to bring them to the attention of the authorities.  Quite a number of 
observers expected that, set against the disparate groups in the community forum side, the 
platform and the environmental pillar to be the key drivers, so they brought intensity and 
commitment that more than made up for their low numbers.

In summary, there is likely to be pressure in the future to reduce the size of the 
environmental and social inclusion pillars or colleges, yet it may be one of the strengths 
of the PPN proposal.  Rather than seek to reduce their representation, critics might better 
turn their attention to looking at how these important aspects of civil society could be 
strengthened.

3.2.4 secreTAriAT And worker

A key test for the new PPN is whether the nine-person secretariat and resource worker will 
succeed.  The Citizen Engagement Working Group said this:

Each City/County PPN will have a secretariat whose role is to:

- Facilitate the implementation of the decisions of the plenary;

- Ensure the proper functioning of the PPN in between plenaries;

- Coordinate activities of PPN;

- Communicate extensively and regularly with all PPN members and in this process   
 disseminate information concerning all PPN activities as widely as possible;

- Manage	the	resource	worker	who	will	be	provided	to	PPN	at	a	county	level	to	enable			
 them in delivering their objectives.

The secretariat should be provided with an office and will have a resource worker.  There 
should be provision for agenda-setting, including of matters of importance to the local 
authority.

The working group did not make provision for a line of authority within the secretariat, 
neither ruling anything in nor out.  All  secretariats will be tested to:
- Develop a decision-making system and line of command;
- Ensuring that the tasks of implementation, functioning, coordination, communications 

28 The Council of the European Union adopted on 15-16th June 2001 what was called the Gothenburg 
strategy on sustainable development, making the environment a foundation pillar for its development.



South Dublin Community Platform 
Your social inclusion network

30

are carried out;
- Find ways of recruiting and managing the resource worker.

Both the secretariat and resource worker are expected to be independent of the local 
authority, ‘visibly separate‘ being one term used.  This system, though, does face key tests:

A first question is the decision-making system within the committee of nine.  Tasks of 
implementation, functioning, coordination, communications and management require 
some form of structure and decision-making procedures, both at and between meetings.  

Second, specifically, can a committee of nine people, with no legal standing or institutional 
expression, act as and take on the responsibilities of an employer?  At the same, time, if the 
resource worker is situated outside the secretariat (e.g. managed by the local authority or 
a hosted organization) how can that person be truly independent and the servant of the 
secretariat?

A third question is whether the right person can be found for the critical post of resource 
worker.  The post is a demanding one, requiring someone with good local knowledge, 
people-to-people and communications skills.  Contributors felt that it needed someone 
‘prepared to work 5 to 9 as well as 9 to 5’, a ‘personality with authority’, the last attribute 
being possibly the most important. 

A fourth one is the style and approach of the secretariat, its openness, collegiality, 
collaborativeness, efficiency, authority, able to handle differences, items which cannot be 
legislated for.

There	is	real	concern	as	to	whether	this	arrangement	can	work.				Most	felt	that	‘order	and	
structure’ will emerge from the new secretariats: ‘it will find its own level’.  South Dublin, 
though, appears to be following an approach that may make success less likely.  At the first 
meeting	of	the	South	Dublin	secretariat	on	30th	October	2014,	it	was	proposed	that	there	
be a system of chairing.  This was not accepted, but the following was decided:

It was the view of [the county council representatives] that the guidelines are very clear that 
all PPN groups are to be ‘flat’ and should not have committees or chairs.  Instead it is their 
expectation that the resource worker will facilitate these meetings and as there are no decisions 
to be made that this would suffice.29

In reality, these requirements are not in the guidelines, but in a Pobal publication:

22.  It is recommended by the Citizen Engagement Working Group that the structures within the 
PPN should be flat.  Therefore DECLG recommend that a contact person is identified for each 
structure and that this role is rotated on an agreed periodic basis. People filling this role may be 
called ‘convenors’ or ‘facilitators’ or some such title.30

The	minute	of	30th	October	(‘there	are	no	decisions	to	be	made’)	is	a	substantial	departure	
from the working group, which refers to the need to ‘coordinate’, ‘communicate’ ‘ensure 
the proper functioning’ and ‘manage’ the resource worker, which suggest that decisions 
will be made.  Pobal, referring to flatness of structure, is a particular iteration of the working 

29 South Dublin PPN Secretariat: First meeting, 30th October 2014, draft report.
30  Pobal: Public Participation Networks: Frequently Asked Questions. Undated document.
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group, which nowhere used the term ‘flat’.  The current proposal for the secretariat, as a 
body with no structure that makes no decisions, is likely to attract curiosity from political 
scientists as an unusually pure form of anarchism to be embedded within a modern 
European administrative system.

3.2.5 resourcing

Resourcing is a key issue for the future of public participation.  Under the PPN arrangement, 
the only resourcing will be the post of resource worker (above), which will take the place 
of the funding hitherto provided for the community platforms and forums.  As noted 
earlier, there is concern that, intentions notwithstanding, the worker will in practice be 
managed by the local authority or a contracted-out host, so that it will not in practice be 
an independent resource for the three pillars, contrary to commitments given in summer 
2014.  In effect, the ever more modest funding that used to sustain community platforms 
and forums will be lost and not replaced, completing the radical disinvestment by the state 
in community development since the early 2000s.

From the 1980s, there had been a working assumption that community development, 
especially in the areas of highest poverty and social exclusion, should be given a modest 
level of financial support; conversely that community participation, in the absence of 
any resourcing, will be difficult to impossible to achieve.  Since then, the Combat Poverty 
Agency, which supplied small grants programmes, was extinguished (2009) and the 
Community Development Programme abolished.  The new, commercialized Social Inclusion 
Community Activation Programme (2015) is focussed on the delivery of services with 
numerical targets, although it has limited scope for supporting some forms of community 
activity.  

The consensus that the state should fund community development appears to have broken 
down.  Attributed official opinion appeared to cross a spectrum that ranged from ‘not all 
networks need resources’ (not necessarily an unreasonable observation) to ‘why should 
we support professional workers?’ and  ‘voluntary means voluntary: why should we pay 
you to do this?‘   There appeared to be a line of thinking that if voluntary and community 
organizations wished to contribute to participation, policy and practice, they were welcome 
to do so, but entirely at their own expense.

Such attitudes at local level were explored at national level by the Advocacy Initiative 
(op cit).  At present, the modest level of the resourcing necessary to sustain community 
participation is virtually absent.  As one contributor commented, ‘in Britain, a local authority 
in an area the size of this would have a discretionary budget of £150,000 for supporting 
local groups’.  Local authorities have no equivalent budgets here, nor is there the prospect 
of their having so.  It is understood that one of the reasons for the end of the departmental 
funding was a view there that it should not directly fund local groups - but this raises 
questions about ceasing funding for which no local alternative was ever likely to be 
available, not to mention the other ‘local’ activities that continue to be funded by central 
grants.  As one contributor put it: ‘platforms and fora won’t work unless they are resourced.  
They were always under-resourced and now they will have no resources.  If we want citizen 
engagement, we do have to invest in it’.  Another: ‘[they] have really no concept that some 
funding is essential for building capacity, training, policy work’.

Most	NGOs	are	quite	small	and	have	limited	resources	compared	to	the	institutions	with	
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which they engage, which requires them to be proportionately extraordinarily effective, a 
process recently and appropriately termed ‘asymmetric engagement’.31 

Examination of their participation in local government at the turn of the century drew 
attention to the need to upskill them so as to make their participation more effective.   
(ADM,	op cit).  In practice, the level of funding has fallen from €1.27m in 2002 to €228,220 
for the first half of 2014 before funding ceased, or €456,440 in a full year, 36% of what had 
been allocated in 2002, a fall of -64%, compared to an overall fall in government funding 
during the same period of -6.18%.  Government has not explained how citizen participation 
is expected to increase at a time when the resourcing for it has decreased so much.

3.2.6 TesTs: will iT work?
There was much uncertainty as to whether the new PPN arrangements would work.  First, 
it is important to reference the tests for the new PPNs set down by the working group. 
The working group did devise a number of numerical and output indicators, but none 
to measure the impact of the PPNs, which is a different matter. Here, the working group 
proposed	there	by	an	evaluation	by	the	National	Oversight	and	Audit	Commission	(NOAC)	
or a small oversight group appointed by the minister.    Granted the criticism of the working 
group, the suitability of an appointed group is likely to be attract fresh criticism, while the 
independence	of	NOAC	has	already	been	compromised	by	the	party	political	nature	of	its	
board.32

If we compare purpose to tests, the working group was charged to make recommendations 
that provide for ‘more extensive and diverse input by citizens into the decision-making 
process at local government level; and facilitation of input by citizens into decision making 
at local government level’.  The group stated that ‘for the purposes of this report, we 
understand public participation to involve structured engagement between members of the 
public and groups of members of the public and the local authority at elected and official 
levels, in inputting and contributing to the shaping local government policy as opposed 
to general community activity.‘   The working group was correct in setting down the real 
test of the PPN as the degree to which it did ‘input and contribute to the shaping of local 
government policy’.  It is important to return to this in the recommendations (chapter 4).

This research established, all the comments above notwithstanding, a level of goodwill 
toward the PPN.  Expectations had built up and there was ‘real potential to make this 
work’.   Some took a long view and were positive about the PPN as the start of a programme 
of democratization of local government that would take several generations.   In South 
Dublin, the urban local authority faced the legacy of large estates designed and built in a 
non-participative manner with little provision for the engagement of citizens with local 
government: in effect, these proposals were trying to undo the damage done in times past 
and that was welcome.  There was a widespread hope that PPNs in general and in South 
Dublin in particular would lead to:
- The drawing in of individuals and organizations not hitherto active in local government.

31 Larragy, Joe: Asymmetric engagement - the community and voluntary pillar in Irish social partnership.  
Manchester,	Manchester	University	Press,	2014.
32 McConnell,	Daniel:	Bruton stands over Hogan’s decision to appoint coalition cronies.  Irish Independent, 
7th July 2014.  The board comprises former Fine Gael and Labour councillors and no open appointments 
procedure appears to have been followed.
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- A more transparent process of nomination to SPCs and other local government bodies.  
- An improved interaction between community groups and the local authority.

These were seen as the three principal benefits.  Several people, not only in Dublin but 
elsewhere had observed that PPNs had already interested and drawn in individuals not 
hitherto active and had ‘freed up the stranglehold of existing groups’, or as one colourful 
commentary put it,  ‘let the bees out of the hive’.    New groups had registered that had 
not been known before.  It had begun a process of renewal: ‘some new people have come 
in, they are excited about the process and that is hopeful’.  Linkage groups held out the 
process of adding to this process.  Down the line, a test of renewal was rotation: it must 
continue to involve new people and groups, while older participants should rotate out and 
make way for the new.  These ‘positives’, though, were largely about new people and new 
groups, rather than their impact.  

At the other end of the spectrum, though, there was a definite level of skepticism.  Whilst 
the PPN might not do any harm, there was a conviction that its importance would be 
minimal: ‘it may fizzle out, it may not go anywhere’.   The PPN would wither in time, 
especially if the secretariat was not in a position to take decisions and if the resource worker 
were, in practice, to work for the council.  The PPN design was clearly not disruptive of 
existing power circles in the local authority and if it did not change the balance of power, 
it	could	make	no	impact.		One	summary	was:	‘nothing	much	will	change.		No	learning	has	
been applied from the shortcomings in consultation to date.

It’s still largely the same people working with the same people and the dynamic is 
unchanged.  Where there is good local authority practice, it will stay good, while where it is 
bad, it will stay bad.  And there is no meaningful funding’. 

There was a level of frustration that for voluntary and community groups, for an entire 
year had been spent on this organizational, restructuring process, while the issues 
addressing local communities had not been given the attention that they deserved.  As one 
participant put it, ‘we would like to get back to the business of addressing poverty, hunger, 
homelessness, people sleeping on other people’s floors, drugs-related violence, suicide, 
environmental degradation and bring those issues through the system’.

3.3 conclusions

This chapter attempted to measure the impact of the South Dublin Community Platform 
project of engaging with South Dublin County Council.   This programme of engagement 
was successful in achieving two of its key aims, ensuring the voice of the platform was 
the representative body of social inclusion organizations and in defining social inclusion 
groups.  It was unsuccessful in maintaining its funding, but this was a decision of national, 
rather than local government.  The platform secured a one-third, proportionate share of 
the resource worker alongside the community and environmental pillar.  The unresolved 
situation of the resource worker leaves a question mark over this part of the engagement, 
while the wider prospects of funding social inclusion work in the county are poor.

This research identified six key issues: the consultation process around the introduction of 
the PPN; the contested value of community platforms; the balance of the colleges; the role 
of the secretariat and worker; resourcing; and the tests of the PPN and what factors are like 
to make it work or not.  This research now goes on to draw some overall conclusions.
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4 conclusions And recommendATions 
This short chapter comes to conclusions on the PPN process thus far in South Dublin, the 
nature and outcomes of the engagement by the South Dublin Community Platform (4.1) 
and makes recommendations for the future (4.2). 

4.1 conclusions

To the outside observer of social policy in Ireland, it may seem extraordinary that at a time 
of economic and social crisis, so much time and energy has been spent both by the state 
on the one hand and voluntary and community organizations on the other on structures 
in local government.  But, as once famously noticed in continental Europe, structures are 
important:	‘Once	you	change who decides the decision, you change the decision itself’.33  
For that reason, it is unsurprising that voluntary and community organizations interested to 
influence policy should devote considerable time, attention and energy to structures.

The working group and the subsequent PPN may be seen as another part of three larger 
dramas: local government reform; the redrawing of the contours of civil society and the 
state; and shifting social policy.  The process of local government reform began, as noted in 
chapter 1, in 1996, just short of the 100th anniversary of local government and concluded in 
the	substantial	upheaval	of	the	Local	Government	Reform	Act,	2014.		On	the	voluntary	and	
community side, this was a period with well-defined markers: the white paper Supporting 
Voluntary Activity (2000), the report on Active Citizenship (2007) and radical disinvestment in 
voluntary and community organizations.  In social policy, the period has seen a retreat by 
the state from an active role in combatting poverty.  Into this confluence of political, civil 
society and social issues streams emerged unexpectedly the working group and PPN idea, 
introduced and implemented with great haste in a local government system traditionally 
criticized for its soporific pace of progress.  The exact circumstances which led to this 
sudden development will provide a rich field for interrogation for historians.

At this stage, it is reasonable to conclude that the PPN idea provides an opening for 
voluntary and community organizations, but does not offer a shift in the balance of power.  
If we look at the pyramid of participation, the PPN addresses only one part, moreover quite 
a low part thereof.34  It does not address participation further up the chain and the broad 
range of democratic reforms necessary to promote truly effective citizen engagement 
there.  Positively, the PPN holds out the promise that it will involve more and fresh people 
and groups in local government.  Doing so is a gain to civil society, local government and 
national well-being.  Few, though, have confidence that this process of renewal will lead 
to a significant impact on policy or practice, which may be a shrewd judgement on the 
principal weakness of the design.

The key question of this research was whether the model and engagement followed by the 
South Dublin Community Platform was successful and could be applicable elsewhere.  This 
research found that the engagement was largely successful, the key questions left in the air 
being in particular, the role of the resource worker and in general the funding of work for 
social inclusion in the county.  The type of engagement pursued by the platform to ensure 

33  Quotation	originally	attribution	to	the	national	council	of	NGOs	in	Slovenia;	see	Combat	Poverty	Agency:	
Working for change - a guide to influencing policy.  Dublin, author, 2008, p98.  
34 Milbraith,	L:	Political	participation	-	how	and	why	do	people	get	involved	in	politics.		Chicago,	Rand	
McNally,	1965.
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its role should not have been necessary and would not have been necessary had there been 
a qualitatively better consultation process.  The subsequent démarche exposed issues of 
pragmatism vs strict application, a consequence of an unclear and inconsistent approach on 
the part of the department.

The experience of South Dublin suggests that some key issues around the PPN process 
remain unresolved, principally that of the secretariat and resource worker.  The role 
originally envisaged of both appears to have drifted, the current iteration being one of an 
unstructured, non-decision-making secretariat with a supposedly independent resource 
worker managed either indirectly by the council or a host organization.  The secretariat 
and resource worker are the hinge of the PPN, but if it were to fail, this could jeopardize the 
entire project.

Although the issue of the size of the respective pillars has not been formally opened, there 
is an undercurrent of questioning to the point that there may be a temptation to do so.  It 
is certainly true that the numbers of organizations participating in the respective pillars 
vary widely, but it would also appear that the rationale for the three pillars may not be fully 
understood, a function of the hasty rollout of the project.  The number of social inclusion 
organizations will inevitably be smaller than the number of community organizations: the 
pillar idea is essentially an attempt to rebalance under-represented interests and policy 
pillars, in the case of social inclusion and the environment an enlightened one.  The small 
number of environmental organizations is an outcome of decades of underinvestment by 
the Irish state in ecological action and it is important to appreciate this broader context 
rather than blaming such organizations themselves for their smallness of size or numbers.

Some important learning emerged from this research:

•	The consultative process around the PPN project was inadequate.  Had a more extensive 
process of consultation taken place, then it is possible that the proposal for public 
engagement would have addressed issues further up the participation pyramid, with a 
better result;

•	The PPN project was implemented too speedily.  Complaining of excessive speed in Irish 
public administration is unusual, but the haste of implementation gave little time for 
either local authorities or voluntary and community organizations to adapt to the new 
arrangements.  Speed produced the kind of tensions that played out in the  pragmatism 
vs strict application, issues which with more time could have been teased out in advance.  
The outcomes from the pilots did not appear to be published;

•	Local authority councillors proved to be supportive of voluntary and community 
organizations in general and the platform in particular.  Their intervention was critical 
to unblocking what could have turned into a deadlock between the council and the 
platform.  This event was an unusual coming together of representative and participative 
democracy, one of the least noticed aspects of the story.

•	The proposals for indicators, monitoring and evaluation are largely numerical, do not 
address impact and propose inappropriate agencies to carry them out.
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This project leaves a legacy of issues.  First, although the platform was largely successful, it 
is also clear that it operates on a contested field.  The quite hostile views expressed about 
the platform illustrate the degree to which voluntary organizations organizing on behalf of 
disadvantaged communities may be seen as a threat to the prevailing economic and social 
consensus.   They are also illustrative of the move of the  political centre of gravity in that 
its forms of community organizing, which were a mainstream form of responding to social 
inclusion during the 1990s, are now no longer seen as a desirable part of the social, non-
governmental landscape.   They pose a substantial challenge to voluntary and community 
organizations to remake the case for the value of civil society, for organizations mobilizing 
to address disadvantage and for such activity to merit at least a modest investment by 
the state.  Although the Advocacy Initiative (op cit) has made such a case, it is a sign of the 
distance to travel that the concept of voluntary means voluntary is so widely held.  It is one 
thing for citizens to be expected to participate with a low level of resourcing: it is quite 
another to expect meaningful participation on none at all.  These sentiments when applied 
to	social	inclusion	organizations	echoed	the	criticism	of	a	former	Minister	for	Finance	
many years ago of ‘the poverty industry’, yet if disadvantaged groups and communities 
do not have professional advocates, they will never have the opportunity to even make a 
convincing case or compete on equal terms with organizations much better resourced or 
well-heeled than they are.

4.2 recommendATions

Several recommendations emerge from this research:

•	The need for government to consult in a meaningful, multidimensional way with those 
affected by its proposals.  The hasty, limited process associated with the working group 
should not be repeated.

•	Local government should find ways to support organizations similar to community 
platforms, whose value for social inclusion organizations was clearly validated by this 
experience.

•	The three pillar process is probably the most enlightened element of the PPN proposal 
and should be retained.  The present numerical imbalance of the three pillars should 
be addressed, not by reducing the size of the social inclusion and environmental 
representation, but by building their capacity.

•	Voluntary and community organizations must restate the case for the value of investing 
in community infrastructure, especially in areas of low social capital.  It is important to 
outline to government, local and national, that participation requires a modest level of 
investment, especially if the capacity of social inclusion and environmental organizations 
is to be built to a level that matches European norms.  It is important that the ‘voluntary-
means-voluntary’ mindset, along with the denial that disadvantaged groups and 
communities be resourced, be challenged.  

•	 In the meantime, it is important to ensure that SICAP provide meaningful resources 
for voluntary and community organizations promoting social inclusion and that the 
failure to do so be criticized.
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•	The need to resolve the issue of the secretariat and worker.  There are two aspects:

•	First, the secretariat should be enabled to develop its own systems and structures to 
enable it to carry out its functions of functioning, coordination, communication and 
management;

•	The resource worker must work directly to the secretariat and be an independent 
post uncompromised by the local authority or host organization.

•	There is a need for an independent evaluation of the PPN process, one focussed on 
the impact of the new régime on policy, practice and resource allocation rather than 
the performance on numerical indicators.  It is important that the terms of reference 
be drawn up in open consultation with the three pillars of the PPNs and supervised 
by	them.		The	proposal	for	evaluation	by	a	handpicked	ministerial	team	and	NOAC	
should be ruled out at this stage as quite inappropriate.

4.3 finAl remArks

The experience of South Dublin offers an unusual insight to the playing out of national 
agendas concerning local government, the contours of voluntary-statutory relationships 
and social policy in one discrete local authority area around a particular episode.  The 
experience of the South Dublin Community Platform brought into the open a set of issues 
concerning the participation of a representative group in the field of social inclusion and 
how it may best be accommodated within the political-administrative system.  It shed light 
on attitudes to voluntary action, advocacy, resourcing, the construction of participation, 
systems of consultation and methods of implementation.   Whilst the PPN is at an early 
stage and the jury is still out on its likely success or not, useful lessons have already 
emerged.
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imPlemenTing The PuBlic PArTiciPATion neTwork - PresenTATion of 
The eVAluATion rePorT of The PPn Process in souTh duBlin

By BriAn hArVey

mondAy, 24/11/2014

louis fiTzgerAld hoTel

1.00Pm – 4.30Pm

AgendA

1.00pm – 1.30pm  Arrival, registration & sandwiches

1.30pm – 1.45pm   Welcome by South Dublin Community Platform

1.45pm – 2.15pm  Presentation of evaluation report by Brian Harvey

2.15pm – 3.00pm  Small group work

3.00pm – 3.10pm  Break for tea/coffee

3.10pm – 3.30pm  Feedback from small groups rapporteur

3.30pm	–	3.40pm	 	 Eoin	O’Broin,	Sinn	Fein	councillor	and	member	of	Progressive		 	
   Alliance, South Dublin County Council

3.40pm – 3.50pm  Aiden Lloyd, Chair of South Dublin Community Platform

3.50pm – 4.20pm  Questions and Answers

4.20pm – 4.30pm  Close by South Dublin Community Platform
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souTh duBlin communiTy PlATform

Brief rePorT on

 PArTiciPAnT engAgemenT 
AT

nATionAl seminAr 
on

imPlemenTing The PuBlic PArTiciPATion neTwork

By noel fiTzgerAld

mondAy 24Th noVemBer 2014
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conTenTs

•	 Introduction

• The Format of the Report

•	 Key	Messages	to	be	brought	forward

1. That there should be a comprehensive independent effective evaluation 
of the Pilots

2. That the Secretariat be empowered to manage, co-ordinate and resource 
the Public Participation Networks

3. That the same clear consistent factual information regarding the Public 
Participation Network be made freely available at a national level

4. That the structures, systems and thinking behind the changes reflect a 
desire for real participation of the community in the process

5. That the Sector needs to respond formally to the challenges, 
opportunities and threats of the Public Participation Network process by 
using experiences, insights and engaged thinking

•	 Reactions	to	the	Presentation	including	linking	these	restrictions	to	experiences

•	 Brief	Conclusion

•	 Appendix	1	–	Notes	from	Groups

•	 Appendix	2	–	Rapporteur’s	observations

inTroducTion

On	24th	November	2014	South	Dublin	Community	Platform	delivered	a	Seminar	which	had	
as its focus, a sharing of its experiences with other interested parties and stakeholders in the 
evolving Public Participation Network process.  The participants at the Seminar were drawn 
from Community and Voluntary Groups, Local Authorities, from Pobal and the Departments 
of Social Protection and Environment, Community and Local Government.  The Counties 
represented	covered:	Kilkenny,	South	Dublin	County,	Dublin	City,	Galway,	Clare,	Cavan,	
Wexford, and Tipperary.

 At the Seminar, Brian Harvey made a presentation based on his evaluation of the 
Public Participation Network process in South Dublin County on behalf of South Dublin 
Community Platform called “Community participation in South Dublin: the experience of 
the South Dublin Community Platform”.      
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Following the presentation, the participants at the Seminar were divided up into 10 
different groups and were asked to respond to three questions namely:

1. What are your reflections on the presentation?

2. How do the points raised in the presentation compare with your own experiences?

3. What key messages can be brought forward nationally regarding the 
implementation of the PPN?

The key messages were written onto flipchart paper and the reflections and experiences 
were logged as notes on notepaper and handed to the rapporteur at the event.  This report 
is focused on the responses and reactions of the participants to the presentation and their 
own experiences of the Public Participation Network process.

While not all the participants responded directly to the questions, their comments capture 
the feelings and reactions to the process of change entailed in the Public Participation 
Network process.

This report captures these key messages, the responses and reflections of the participants 
to the experience of being involved in the Public Participation Network process.

The formAT of The rePorT

The Report is presented under three broad sections, as follows:

1. Key	Messages	to	be	brought	forward	

o These are the messages and recommendations made on the day by the 
participants at the Seminar, in terms of shaping the Public Participation 
Network process into the future.  These were discussed at round table 
groups, agreed, written down and presented to the rapporteur

2. Reactions to the Presentation including linking these to experiences

o These are reflections and reactions on the day-to-day experiences of the 
participants on the ground as they go about implementing the changes 
dictated by the Public Participation Network process, as expressed and 
written down at the round-table groups.

3. The Appendices  

o These are the notes as written down and organised on the day by the 
participant groups and by the Rapporteur and then compiled by the 
Rapporteur.
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key messAges To Be BroughT forwArd

On	the	day,	the	participants	proposed	five	recommendations	in	order	to	improve	
participation and active engagement with the Public Participation Network process from 
the point of view of community and voluntary groups.  The first four recommendations 
were made to address four main issues:  the lack of learning from the pilots, the lack of 
clarity regarding the resourcing of participation, the lack of clear consistent information and 
guidance to the community and the lack of understanding within the community of how 
the system is meant to operate. And the last recommendation addresses the community’s 
responsibility to actively engage as best it can with the process as it is.  It can be argued that 
by addressing the first recommendation the other recommendations would be addressed 
and that without the last recommendation the first recommendation may not happen.

The participants named the recommendations as follows:

1. ThAT There should Be A comPrehensiVe indePendenT effecTiVe eVAluATion of The 
PiloTs. 

In doing this, participants named that learning would be generated about the shortcomings 
in the process and the suggested systems and structures, which in turn would inform a 
better rolling out of the Public Participation Network nationally.

As part of this evaluation process, participants named there be a National Co-ordinating 
body for the Public Participation Network in order to capture the learning and to inform 
national policy arising from the Public Participation Network process.

2. ThAT The secreTAriAT Be emPowered To mAnAge, co-ordinATe And resource The 
PuBlic PArTiciPATion neTworks.

This recommendation addresses the resourcing of the structures and supporting real 
participation of the community through the Secretariat.  Participants suggested that the 
Secretariat should direct the worker, decide where the worker should be located, develop 
a workplan and have available ring-fenced funding to independently resource the worker, 
the structure and participation of members.  This would include directing the operations of 
the Linkage Groups.

These resources and responsibilities particularly with a ‘bottom up’ approach would 
ensure active and participatory engagement of the community in the Public Participation 
Networks.

3. ThAT The sTrucTures, sysTems And Thinking Behind The chAnges reflecT A 
commiTmenT for The full PArTiciPATion of The communiTy in The Process.

In order to promote greater participation, participants named the following as suitable 
structures and systems: the South Dublin Community Platform needs to remain and play a 
role in the Public Participation Network, the Linkage Groups and Secretariat need to meet 
regularly, the linkages between community and voluntary groups need to happen across 
Pillars, there should be greater autonomy in the process for local Groups and empowerment 
needs to happen at the decision making levels.
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4. ThAT The sAme, cleAr consisTenT fAcTuAl informATion regArding The PuBlic 
PArTiciPATion neTwork Be mAde freely AVAilABle AT A nATionAl leVel.

Access to this information via a website would ensure that everyone is operating from 
clarity regarding the structures and functions rather than depending on relationships for 
information and insights.

5. ThAT The secTor resPonds formAlly To The chAllenges, oPPorTuniTies And 
ThreATs of The PuBlic PArTiciPATion neTwork Process By using exPeriences, 
insighTs And engAged Thinking.

This will ensure that the voice of the most marginalised are heard and that the negative 
mind-sets regarding the Voluntary and Community Sector are challenged and changed at 
both a local and national level.

There was a specific recommendation on the day to form a Lobbying Committee and a 
clear message that the South Dublin Community Platform needed to remain as the Voice of 
those socially excluded.
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reAcTions To The PresenTATion including linking These reAcTions To 
exPeriences

The main reactions to Brian Harvey’s presentation were that it accurately highlighted the 
difficulties and challenges for the Community and Voluntary groups in engaging with the 
Public Participation Network process and in doing that it gave a good overview of the 
process of newest stage in Local Government Reform. In general the presentation seemed 
to reflect the experiences of those community and voluntary groups at the Seminar and the 
experiences of the Local Authorities and Elected Representatives as they sought to master 
the rolling out of the process with a lack of clear information.  As one participant put it 
“Council	Managers	state	that	they	do	not	create	policy,	they	just	implement	it”.	

There was a sense of serious and thoughtful engagement by participants at the Seminar 
with the information and opinions expressed both through Brian Harvey’s report and by the 
other participants at the round table discussions.  The fact that the room was full of people 
from different parts of the country highlighted that the Seminar was responding to a need 
for clear, good and shared information about Public Participation Networks nationally. 

During the discussion at the round tables a number of broad themes emerged which 
this section of the document has attempted to capture.  These broad themes had at their 
centre a lack of trust within the Community and Voluntary groups towards the proposed 
changes to Local Government as outlined in the Public Participation Network process.  
The perceptions and experiences of the participants from the Community and Voluntary 
groups regarding the haste of the process, the lack of information, the lack of flexibility 
and real consultation and the complexity of the new structures  stirred up a sense that the 
Community was being marginalised, ignored and at its worst attacked.  

The document will now name and consider in short the five themes:

1. Haste and lack of Information

2. Lack of Flexibility

3. Lack of real consultation

4. Complexity 

5. Marginalisation

1. hAsTe And lAck of informATion

Participants named that there was a feeling of pressure and great haste in the rolling out of 
the Public Participation Network process even in the pilot areas.  Participants experienced a 
lack of clear, consistent and accessible information across the country regarding processes, 
structures, systems and desired outcomes from the Public Participation Network.  For many 
there was no clearly articulated reason for engaging on this process of change which was 
described as not helpful.  At the Seminar there was a sense of ‘those who know’ and ‘those 
who don’t know’ between participants which seemed to reflect a perception at a national 
level and a lack of information sharing between the different Public Participation Network 
pilots.

The impact of the haste was that the Structures were felt as being imposed, that “the public 
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was not informed” and there was a sense of secrecy about the process.  As one group of 
participants described it:  “There was an impossible timeframe – not enough consultation.  
This change needs reflection and thought.”

The impact of this lack of information about the Public Participation Networks or the 
evolving new local structures was that this was experienced as strongly disempowering 
local communities and that the engagement seemed to be structured so that, as one group 
put it, “no power rested with the ‘people’”.

Information is not being fed back to community and voluntary people, leading to a lack 
of clarity in terms of a process and this lack of information also led participants to wonder 
about what it was they were engaging in and where the process might lead to.  The types 
of concerns expressed were:  “how to keep to deadlines when you don’t know”, “what was 
the agreed definition in the report that was circulated nationally to Local Authorities?” and 
“how do structures operate: is it possible to move from one Pillar to another?”  

The lack of a clear explanation of why the change was happening made participants 
wonder why the old system was not being kept during the transition or “why couldn’t 
Local Authorities take existing structures into the Public Participation Network?”  And many 
participants wondered if there were other agendas at play unknown to the community.

Other	questions	that	participants	wanted	clear	answers	to	were:	“is	there	a	requirement	
for an incorporated Secretariat (Company) to employ the resource worker?”, “what does 
this mean for Travellers and Traveller Accommodation?” and in all the changes in the 
community, “how is community development viewed?” 

Local Politicians also named the fact that they, like the community and voluntary 
groups,	did	not	have	a	lot	of	information,	they	were	elected	in	May	2014	and	the	Public	
Participation Network process preceded them.

This lack of information was also evident in that participants were unaware of the different 
experiences of the rolling out of the process across the different counties present at 
the Seminar.  At the roundtables participants described different processes, different 
relationships and different levels of engagement depending on which county the 
participants came from, ranging from “there is a breakdown of communication with the 
Council” to “Galway,where the difficulties were ironed out” and from “there is a difference 
in rural areas in terms of the capacity” to “there are different interpretations from different 
Counties”. 

 All of this uncertainty makes it very difficult for the Community and Voluntary groups to 
know how best to engage.  And for many they are not sure what it is they are engaging 
with.

2.  lAck of flexiBiliTy

The second theme is related to the first one and is about participants feeling that there 
was a lack of flexibility shown in terms of rolling out the process, especially in the transition 
phase of the Public Participation Network process.  As named above participants wondered 
why Local Authorities couldn’t take existing structures, like the community and voluntary 
forums	/	platforms	into	the	Public	Participation	Network.		Others	wondered	why	there	was	
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a need for compartmentalisation regarding the Pillars that could not be amended and why 
Local Authorities couldn’t tailor the rolling out of the process to build on what had been 
there before that was working.  Participants also asked why there wasn’t more flexibility on 
how the Secretariat was to operate and why groups and the community couldn’t shape the 
systems to reflect what they had previously learned and built in their working relationships 
with the Local Authorities. 

However, a number of different community participants did name that useful processes and 
arrangements in their area were not being replicated in other areas and vice-versa, hinting 
at the fact that there were possibilities of amending and changing the process to meet local 
or regional needs and systems which were sometimes on offer and sometimes not.

As a group of participants named it: “Public Participation Networks need more flexibility to 
challenge what has being prescribed from above.”

3. lAck of consulTATion 
In terms of the lack of consultation, the participants named three broad experiences they 
had with the rolling out of the Public Participation Network process: it was top-down, it was 
disempowering and it posed a real challenge to the community as to what to do.

The top-down nature of the changes is generating a lot of fear and mistrust and the lack of 
consultation and reasoning behind the changes are making groups suspicious about what 
the changes might mean in the long run.  Participants named that there is a clear top-down 
from	the	Minister	to	Local	Authorities	and	to	the	community	and	voluntary	groups	and	
it is far removed from the preferred bottom-up approach which reflects community and 
voluntary groups understanding of real participation.  Running parallel with this top-down 
approach was the sense that all the reforming regarding participation is happening at the 
lower levels only.  

The presentation by Brian Harvey highlighted for participants the loss of the communities’ 
independent voice within the process which for many meant that it is difficult to protect 
the most disadvantaged through this process.  The separation of groups into pillars seemed 
to ‘pit’ groups against each other and there was a sense that the structures are designed to 
keep power with the Civil Service, with officials making the real decisions, which seemed to 
reflect long term Government policy.  The language too seemed to have been experienced 
as excluding of the marginalised.  All of these experiences left participants feeling that the 
process was “participation at the lowest level of the participation ladder” and as a result 
feeling disempowered in engaging with the Public Participation Network process.

The lack of consultation led the community participants to consider the need to fight 
back and challenge how the process was being rolled out.  There was a sense around the 
country that community and local groups felt that they had “no choice but to engage and 
influence the structures otherwise there would be a power vacuum”.  And in that context 
participants spoke of collective working together as being essential and that the challenge 
was in dealing with the ‘mind-sets’ that do not consider community and voluntary groups 
participation as important.

Related to the notion of challenge, participants both community and representative 
noted that there is a task in trying to link the Representative and Participative strands in 
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local democracy.   There is a common cause between Councillors and the community and 
voluntary groups in making the Public Participation Network more community-participative 
and this needs to be worked on in order to “develop a strong Social Inclusion Voice”. 

The participants also named that the community had structures available to it like the 
Community Platforms and the Local Community and Voluntary Forums to take up the 
challenge.

4. comPlexiTy 
A large part of the talk and interactions on the day were taken up in trying to understand 
and explore the different strands of the emerging Public Participation Network structures.  
Participants exchanged views and information about the usefulness and the roles of the 
different pillars, the links between the Pillars and the Public Participation Networks, the 
role of the Linkage Groups, the role and place of the Secretariats, the role and remit of 
the worker and the link between the Public Participation Networks and decision making 
locally.  All of this highlighted just how complex the system seemed to the community 
and voluntary groups.  As some participants put it:  “There is a fear that the community 
sector (or anyone engaging in the PPNs) will be buried in bureaucracy and structures - (the 
demand on volunteers to attend so many meetings i.e. plenary, linkage etc)”. 

These changes in the Public Participation Network, Community Platform and the Local 
Community and Voluntary Forums are happening when other wider changes are occurring 
which are having a huge impact on the community and voluntary groups.  Because of 
this many of the community participants spent time trying to tease out the meaning 
and implications of the new Social Inclusion and Community Activation Programme, 
the evolving role of the Local Community Development Committees, the Social and 
Community Plans at County levels and the emergence of tendering as a method for 
delivering community supports.  Participants wondered how and where these changes 
fitted with the Public Participation Network and where groups should spend their resources 
in terms of having the greatest influence and impact possible at Local Government 
level.  Participants felt as stated above about ‘being buried’ and having a sense of being 
overburdened in their groups which are often under-resourced.

5. mArginAlisATion

Another theme that emerged from the words of the community participants was that 
of feeling that the organised voice of the Community and Voluntary groups through 
the Platform / Forums was being marginalised.  Participants named the role that the 
Platform / Forums played in terms of articulating the needs of the most marginalised in the 
community. A number of different participant groups stated that “the Platform is a vehicle 
for the voice of the most disadvantaged communities” and is “a place for community 
workers to actively challenge” and “the structures being set up have disregarded the 
existing community organisations structures and therefore disenfranchise them”. 

A number of groups of participants also commented on how the Platform and Forums 
worked from two premises: “the axiom that social inclusion organisations have the right 
to organise themselves in an effective way of addressing disadvantage” and working 
from the basis of “allowing a consensus view to emerge”.  These premises were seen as 
relating to the promotion of participation and ownership which were seen as being in 
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direct opposition to the ‘top-down’ methods used by those driving the Public Participation 
Network process.  Participants also spoke of the funding cuts to the Community Platform 
and Forums over the past number of years as “silencing the voice of the community” and 
“ensuring that no power rests with the ‘people’”. 

The Platform accepting that it “is better to embrace and influence the structures” has 
engaged with the process but there have been meetings with the Council where the 
Platform has felt not listened to and meetings were held where no minutes were taken.  
The sense was that while relationships between the Council and community groups were 
important there was no ‘formal’ place for the Platform and its members within the process.

All of this was aptly described by one group of participants as “there is a sense of 
insensitivity in the structures in Local Government” towards the community. 

Brief conclusion

Despite the frustration, the lack of clarity and being informed, the feelings of being 
overburdened and the sense of being marginalised, the community and voluntary groups 
seemed determined to engage with the process and use their skills, knowledge and 
experiences to influence the Public Participation Network process so that it will be as 
community sensitive and as community participative as possible. 
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APPendix 1 – noTes from grouPs

grouP 1
reAcTions:  
•	 would have been good to have had the report before the meeting

•	 Presentation delivered very well

•	 Concerns expressed in group about the Pillars, if they don’t have their acts together   
 they will be ‘left out’

o each Pillar should have someone

o concerns were expressed over resources

•	 Presentation	left	people	with	lots	of	questions

•	 there	seems	to	be	a	disconnect	between	the	PPNs	and	where	decisions	are	made

o Concerns raised about the skill set in Councils and how these can be blended 
with the Voluntary and Community sectors

•	 Information	is	not	being	fed	back	to	community	and	voluntary	people	leading	to	a	lack		
 of clarity in terms of process

•	 Access	to	date:

o Tipperary – ok

o South Dublin County

§	 done very quickly, rushed

•	 The	process	is	happening	at	different	paces	in	different	counties

•	 There	is	a	difference	in	rural	areas	in	terms	of	the	capacity	of	having	Platforms	or		 	
 Community and Voluntary Groups

•	 The	need	to	ensure	that	communities	get	their	resources

•	 Questions	raised	about	the	benefit	of	engagement

o how does it relate to the Social and Community Plan?

o Relationship to the new tendering processes
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•	 Local	Community	Development	Committee

o Need to acknowledge this seems more independent, with less layers, and 
where everyone is recognised

•	 Four	points:

o There should be a ‘constitution’ to give us guidelines

§	 covering leadership and funding

o Review the pilot, learn from mistakes  before moving forward

o National	Oversight	and	Audit	Commission	needs	to	be	independent	

o There is a lack of clarity around how structures will be heard and how they will 
be resourced

grouP 2
•	 Points:

o Haste

o Flexibility

o Consultation – top-down

o Complexity – need training and information

•	 Reaction

o Sudden implementation, no consultation

o Participation (to be effective) needs support and resourcing – has been 
daunting and disempowering

o Reflective of top-down approach – disempowering

o Process slower in Dublin City (making geographically complex)

o Guidelines were not perspective in its language

o Community Forum will be replaced by the PPN but it is still in operation

o There	is	a	communication	issue	–	instructions	to	be	implemented	by	Monday

o Can’t see how it will attract in new people – except those with a single issue 
focus

o Difficult to protect the most disadvantaged through this process

o Participation is at the low end of the ‘participation ladder’
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o Platform / Forum allowed a consensus view to emerge 

o There was an impossible timeframe – not enough consultation.  This change 
needs reflection and thought.

o Disconnect between the economic and other areas of note e.g. Arts, Culture, 
Environment and Traveller accommodation

o Linkage Groups are a way of linking things up 

o Decisions	are	made	by	officials	(County	Manager)	and	point	to	a	lack	of	
democracy

o All of this is beyond a single worker solution

grouP 3
•	 PPNs	need	more	flexibility	to	challenge	what	has	being	prescribed	from	above

•	 There	is	a	demonising	of	community	workers

•	 There	is	a	feeling	that	this	is	about	pushing	people	–	segregating	people

•	 Platform:	

o is a vehicle for the voice of the most disadvantaged communities 

o a place for community workers to actively challenge

o funding cut – 1 part-time worker and support from a voluntary Board

o Key	workers	are	invited	to	sit	on	the	Platform	and	feedback	their	experiences

o Cuts are perceived as silencing the voice of the community (a place where 
people on the ground have a voice and space to be heard)

o Dublin City Council said they weren’t recognising the Platform

•	 The	Secretariat	/	Administrator	are	there	solely	to	answer	to	and	do	the	work	of	the		 	
 PPN (sending out agendas, having no real power)

•	 Need	to	evaluate	the	model	of	participation	developed	by	South	Dublin	Community		 	
 Platform 

•	 Platforms	began	to	emerge	in	the	1990s	to	represent	the	disadvantaged	/	marginalised		
 groups in participating in social change

TAking The issues nAmed:  
•	 Consultation

o Big Bang approach leaving key issues unresolved
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o Local Authorities do not have the right skill set

•	 Value	of	the	Platform

o Based on the axiom that social inclusion organisations have the right to 
organise themselves in an effective way of addressing disadvantage

•	 Balance	of	the	Colleges

o Environment, Social Inclusion (the Platform is active in mobilising foundation)

•	 Role	of	the	Secretariat

o Has no authority or power on decision making or a Chair

•	 Will	this	work

o It has real potential as it will draw in new groups and promote interactions 
with Local Government and Authorities

o During a time of social crisis 1 year has been spent on reframing the Local 
Government Structures

o There is a lack of Impact on Policy and Practice

o Dublin (South County) is a pilot but no report has been circulated

•	 Resources

•	 Recommendation

o Need for good participation

o Need to address participation by looking at Secretariat and the Resource 
Worker

o Need to fund community infrastructure and participation

oTher informATion:   
•	 Has	the	platform	had	a	positive	impact?	Initially	there	were	few	involved	and	now	the		 	
 room is full of people and there is huge involvement created by voluntary effort and   
 late nights

•	 Meetings	are	being	held	which	do	not	have	minutes	–	not	formalised

•	 The	structures	being	set	up	have	disregarded	the	existing	community	organisations		 	
 structures and therefore disenfranchise them

•	 There	have	been	meetings	with	the	Council	where	the	Platform	has	not	been	listened		 	
 to
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•	 Does	the	Platform	have	legitimacy	–	this	will	be	done	if	there	is	funding?

o Council	Managers	state	that	they	do	not	create	policy,	they	just	implement	it	

•	 SICAP

o Tendering process which pits community organisations against each other 
and promotes privatisation

o There is a sense of larger organisations ‘swallowing up’ smaller ones (history 
of Partnerships and CDPs)

o There is a need to engage with this at the first round or organisations will be 
omitted

o Issues around where the different organisations in Tallaght and Clondalkin fit 
into this system

o Partnerships are competing in this system

o Very little room for smaller groups who do not have the capacity to tender

o The basis for tendering?

§	 goals set 

§	 anyone including private businesses can tender

§	 focus on Training, Employment readiness and Education

§	 smaller groups may merge to tender 

grouP 4
reAcTions

•	 Is	there	a	definition	of	Social	Inclusion?	

o What was the agreed definition in the report that was circulated 
nationally to Local Authorities?

•	 Election	of	reps	was	more	democratic

•	 SPCs	were	not	set	up	to	be	decision	making	structures

•	 There	is	a	common	cause	between	Councillors	and	the	community	and	voluntary		 	
 sectors

•	 The	Platform	was	withdrawn	for	a	guide	to	self-select
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•	 The	role	of	the	Worker:	

o needs to be independent 

o clarity on who they report to

o who funds the role and who are they responsible to

o will the Secretariat have responsibility for the worker but no other 
responsibilities – need to define the Secretariat /Worker relationship

•	 The Environment Pillar has been strengthened and has reached down to local Groups

•	 Is it possible to move from one Pillar to another?

•	 There seems to be a great deal of variation around the country

•	 Pillar needs resourcing

o The Environment Pillar seems restrictive and has limited representation 
and therefore needs work

grouP 5
•	 The	worker	should	be	independent

•	 The	wider	Public	are	not	involved

•	 There	is	an	unrepresentative	Working	Group

•	 There	are	different	interpretations	from	different	Counties

•	 It	is	hard	to	define	the	different	sectors

o a sense of pitting sectors (pillars) against each other

•	 SPCs	

o rushed

o divide and confuse

o people ‘wearing many hats’

•	 The	process	seems	to	be	removing	the	voice	of	Local	people

•	 There	is	a	need	to	fight	back

•	 Is	there	a	separate	incorporated	Secretariat	(Company)	with	an	Independent	worker?

o is the Secretariat responsible for the employment of the Worker?
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•	 The National Reference Group

•	 The importance of the Linkage Groups

•	 The importance of Funding and Training

•	 Making	information	available	online

grouP 6
reAcTion To PresenTATion: 
•	 Presentation	highlighted	the	difficulties	and	gave	a	good	overview

•	 The	communication	between	Pillars	is	not	good

•	 Groups	do	not	have	enough	flexibility	to	cross	between	Pillars

•	 Process	seems	to	have	been	done	‘in	secret’

•	 No	consultation	was	done	with	Local	Authorities	making	it	difficult	to	roll	out	to	the		 	
 Community

•	 Can	hone	in	to	develop	a	strong	Social	Inclusion	Voice

•	 Too	top-down	and	not	resourced	enough

•	 Very	fast

•	 Community	and	Voluntary	cannot	self-organise

•	 There	is	reforming	at	one	level	and	not	at	a	higher	one

Questions: 
o What does this mean for Travellers?

o How is community development viewed?

o Where did the idea come from?

§	 lack of consultation

•	 Reform	of	Local	Government	–	the	change	is	not	practical	to	what	needs	to	change

•	 There	is	a	sense	of	insensitivity	in	the	structures	in	Local	Government	
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What can be brought forward:  
•	 SICAP	is	the	way	forward	and	is	bringing	tendering	to	the	whole	process

•	 Community	Reps	cannot	Chair	a	SPC

•	 The	process	needs	to	allow	local	Groups	have	their	own	say

•	 There	is	a	need	to	come	together	nationally

•	 There	is	a	need	to	challenge	the	language	–	the	‘buzz	words’	sound	good	but	is	it		 	
 tokenistic?

•	 There	is	a	need	to	‘invest’	at	the	‘bottom’	level	to	get	the	benefits	of	the	PPN	system

•	 Platform	needs	to	stay

Other Groups 7 - 10
Reactions: 
•	 Strongly	disempowering	local	communities

•	 Engaged in ensuring that no power rests with the ‘people’

•	 The Structures were imposed and the public was not informed

o a large amount of people do not know about the PPNs or local structures

•	 Raised questions about how to move forward

•	 Summarised the disconnect between and highlighted the loss of the communities   
 independent voices

•	 There seem to be different interpretations of guidelines in different local authorities 

•	 The pillars seem to be ‘pitted’ against each other.  There is a need to avoid a dictate of   
 compartmentalisation.  The community voice is being divided by the PPN structures

•	 Collective working together is essential

•	 The	presentation	seemed	to	reinforce	all	the	fears:	

o ‘Jobs for the boys’

o language is  excluding and the community workers must condense 
language so that it is understandable

o There have been no meetings for 6 weeks
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•	 there	was	an	easier	set	up	when	there	were	community	and	voluntary	forums

•	 There	is	a	lack	of	knowledge

•	 There	is	a	clear	top-down	from	the	Minister	to	Local	Authorities	and	to	the	Community		
 Sector and it is far removed from the ‘bottom’

•	 It	is	important	that	the	community	sector	be	as	informed	as	possible

•	 it	is	better	to	embrace	and	influence	the	structures

•	 Local	Politicians	were	elected	in	May	–	the	changes	preceded	them

•	 there	has	been	a	dissolving	of	the	bottom-up	approach

•	 No	lead	in	time

Other matters: 

•								SICAP	has	been	drip	fed

Questions: 

•	 Why	was	the	old	system	not	kept	during	the	transition?	

•	 How	many	PPNs	are	up	and	running?	

•	 Why	couldn’t	Local	Authorities	take	existing	structures	into	the	PPN	(this	could   
 have happened in Galway)? 

Experiences: 

•	 Rushed	process	and	the	sectors	are	defined	/	compartmentalised		-	overlapping		 	
 should be taken on board

•	 There	have	been	varied	scenarios	around	the	country	where	people	/	groups	felt		 	
 that they had no choice but to engage otherwise there would be a power vacuum

•	 The	consultation	process	seemed	to	have	been	in	name	only	

•	 It	was	difficult	for	new	people	and	groups	regarding	up	and	down		 	 	 	
 communications

•	 Great Community and Voluntary Forum in Galway where the difficulties were ironed out

•	 Past system excellent and 300 groups were involved.  Rota basis refused.  Good   
 ‘relationships’ with Galway County Council
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•	 Question as to why the Galway City Council wording regarding the PPNs was changed,  
 however the same could not be done for rural Galway

•	 There was a fee for the past system of €25 but the PPN is free

•	 There is a breakdown of communication with the Council as there is a lack of    
 understanding of the PPN meetings

PresenTATion: 
•	 Reflective	of	long	term	Government	policy

•	 Structures are designed to keep power with the Civil Service

•	 Very reflective of how the government operated for many years

recommendATions: 
•	 The	Pilots	should	be	evaluated	to	inform	the	roll	out	of	the	PPNs	nationally

•	 There should be flexibility for the Secretariat to:  

o manage and coordinate the PPNs (including directing the operations of 
the Linkage Groups)

o direct and decide where the worker should be located 

o develop a workplan

o have available funding (ring-fenced) to resource the worker, the structure 
and participation of members

•	 That there be a National Co-ordinating body for the PPNs in order to capture the   
 learning and inform national policy arising from Public Participation

•	 That there be an independent Resource Worker

•	 That there be a comprehensive independent effective evaluation on the establishment  
 and operation of the PPNs especially in the Pilot areas

•	 There is a fear that the community sector (or anyone engaging in the PPNs) will be   
 buried  in bureaucracy and structures (the demand on volunteers to attend so many   
 meetings i.e. plenary, linkage etc.)

•	 There should be more information (details) as to the operation and role of the   



South Dublin Community Platform 
Your social inclusion network

73

 Secretariat and greater clarity at local level regarding structures and functions generally

•	 Need for a consistency of approach

•	 A need for proper resourcing of the structures

•	 The need for a National collective response paired with a collective local response

•	 the need for an incorporated, independent and centrally funded Secretariat and this   
 structure would be the employer

•	 funding	is	critical	and	should	come	through	the	Secretariat

•	 A	lobbying	Committee	should	be	formed	from	today

•	 The	Linkage	Groups	and	Secretariat	should	meet	monthly

•	 Communication	between	pillars	needs	to	flow

•	 A	National	Network	between	the	Secretariats	

oTher noTes from grouP feedBAck

•	 Access	to	a	Q	and	A	system	to	help	people	make	sense	of	the	information

•	 Haste,	flexibility,	consultation	and	complexity

•	 Lack	of	choice	in	the	system

•	 Communication	poor	–	information	being	drip	fed

•	 No	lead	in	time	
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APPendix 2 - rAPPorTeurs oBserVATions

•	 Serious engagement on the day

•	 There were people from different parts of the country which showed that the Seminar   
 met a real need for good and shared information

•	 Lack of clarity and information across the country

•	 There was a sense in the room of ‘those who know’ and ‘those who don’t’

•	 Changes in the PPN and Community Platform also happening when other changes are  
 happening: SICAP, LCDC – Groups unclear as to where to put their energy

•	 People trying to link the Representative and Participative strands in democracy

•	 The Top-Down approach is generating a lot of fear and mistrust among the    
 participants  at the Seminar, especially the Community and Voluntary Groups

•	 Lack of consultation and reasoning behind the changes are making groups suspicious   
 about what the changes will mean in the long run

•	 Where	discussions	are	happening	between	Officials	and	Community	and	Voluntary		 	
 Groups or Networks these tend to be more of the informal type rather than the formal   
 one

•	 The Linkage Groups were named as being crucial in tying the different structures   
 together in the system

•	 The feeling of division across the Pillars may mean greater work for community and   
 voluntary groups to bridge this division

•	 There were very different experiences across the country and participants seemed to   
 enjoy hearing these different experiences 

•	 There is a real challenge for the Voluntary and Community groups in dealing with the   
 ‘mind-sets’ that do not consider their involvement as important

•	 Tendering was named as a method for promoting division and competition

•	 The	experiences	of	Officials	in	County	Councils	seemed	to	reflect	those	in	the	Voluntary		
 and Community groups

•	 There	remains	a	challenge	for	the	Community	and	Voluntary	groups	in	building		 	
 sustainable links and relationships with the elected Representatives 
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APPendix four
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souTh duBlin communiTy PlATform

nATionAl seminAr – 24Th noVemBer 2014
PArTiciPAnTs

Name Organisation

1 Beatley, Bernie Rowlagh Women’s Group

2 Begley, Gráinne St.	Kevin’s	FRC

3 Bird, John Knocklyon	Network

4 Bradley,	Mark Tallaght Travellers CDP

5 Breen, Declan Bluebell CDP (Student)

6 Brennan, Patricia Kilkenny	Forum	for	Social	Inclusion	and	Participation

7 Butler, Lindsey Kilkenny	County	Council

8 Byrne, Anne South Dublin County Council

9 Byrne, Dermot South Dublin Community Platform

10 Byrne, Justin South Dublin PPN Secretariat (Environmental Pillar)

11 Byrne, Niamh Civic Theatre

12 Cahill, Richard Clare Community Forum

13 Carpenter, Doreen Clondalkin Travellers Development Group

14 Carton, Niamh South Dublin County Council

15 Clancy, Cormac Department of Environment, Community and Local 
Government

16 Colgan, Anne Organisational	Development	Consultant	(Personal	
Capacity)

17 Coman, Billy South Dublin County Council (Director of Services)
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18 Conneely, Laurence Galway County Community Forum (Vice Chair)

19 Costello, Richard Clondalkin Community Safety Forum

20 Daly, Vanessa South Dublin County Partnership (Student)

21 Deacy, Tara Clondalkin Drugs Task Force

22 Dennehy, Fergal Cork City Community Forum

23 Desmond,	Margaret RAPID	Co-ordinator,	Mallow

24 Devine,	Máire South Dublin County Council (Cllr)

25 Devlin, Linda Doras Buí

26 Doherty, Bernie Dublin City Council

27 Donohue, Joe Fatima FRC

28 Dowling, Dan Galway Community and Voluntary Forum

29 Doyle, Brian Dundalk PPN

30 Drumgoole, Paddy Louth County Council

31 Ennis, Annette Women Together Tallaght Network

32 Fitzgerald, Noel Consultant

33 Fitzpatrick, Ann Glenshane Resource Centre

34 Fitzpatrick, Gerry Cavan PPN

35 Foy, Leanne Fatima Group United

36 Gallagher, Fiona Alzheimer Society

37 Gilbert, Bob Cavan PPN
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38 Gleeson,	Kay Dun Laoghaire Rathdown Community and Voluntary 
Forum

39 Glennon, Louise National Women’s Council of Ireland

40 Graham, David Quarryvale Community and Leisure Centre

41 Greene, Linda Clondalkin Women’s Network

42 Hallissey, Paul Ballyfermot Community Civic Centre

43 Hannafin, Avril Ballyfermot Community Civic Centre

44 Harrington, Finbarr Cork County Community and Voluntary Forum

45 Harty, Sharon Clondalkin Addiction Support Programme

46 Harvey, Brian Evaluator

47 Hayes Liam Tipperary PPN Secretariat

48 Herd, Darragh Ballyfermot Community Civic Centre

49 Hynes, Brid Kilkenny	County	Council

50 Jonsson,	Karin Quarryvale FRC

51 Kearns,	Michelle Dolcain Project

52 Kelty,	Fiona National Council for the Blind of Ireland

53 Kiernan,	Connie Liffey Valley Park Alliance

54 Lane, Andy South Dublin County Council

55 Leahy, David Innovation Enterprise Network

56 Lee, Anna Chair

57 Leydon, Ronan South Dublin PPN Secretariat (Environmental Pillar)
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58 Lloyd, Aiden South Dublin Community Platform (Chair)

59 Long, Richard Tipperary PPN Secretariat

60 Lowbridge, Rebecca National Women’s Council of Ireland

61 Lucey, Ray Liffey Sound Communications Co-op

62 Lynch, David South Dublin County Partnership

63 Madden,	Tom Galway County Community Forum

64 McCann,	Thomas Minceirs	Whidden

65 Mc	Cartney,	Joe Echo Newspaper (Photographer)

66 McWilliams,	Gillian Killinarden	FRC

67 Monaghan,	Sheilann South Dublin County Partnership

68 Mongan,	Susan St.	Kevin’s	FRC

69 Murphy,	Breeda Cork County Council

70 Murray,	Christine Community Action Network

71 Neill, Emma St.	Michael’s	FRC	(Student)

72 Ní Chaithnia, Eilis National Women’s Council of Ireland

73 Ní	Mhadón,	Jessica Cork County Community and Voluntary Forum

74 Ní	Mhuiri,	Gráinne Palmerstown	Meitheal

75 Noonan,	Michael South Dublin Community Forum

76 Ó Broin, Eoin South Dublin County Council (Cllr)

77 O’Connell,	Guss South Dublin County Council (Cllr)
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78 O’Connor,	Peter Waterford Environmental Secretariat 

79 O’Donoghue,	Maria Women Together Tallaght Network

80 O’Dowd,	Siobhán Ballyphehane/Togher CDP

81 O’Hara,	Andrew Bluebell Youth Project

82 O’Mahony,	Clodagh Dundalk PPN

83 O’Malley,	Yvonne St.	Kevin’s	FRC	(Board	Member)

84 O’Reilly,	Niamh Aontas

85 Orr,	Séamus Irish	National	Organisation	of	the	Unemployed

86 Price	Bolger,	Marie Trustus

87 Reilly, Evelyn Crumlin/Walkinstown Community Forum

88 Ryan, Jimmy Tipperary PPN Secretariat

89 Scully, Lynda (Personal Capacity)

90 Skinnader, Paul Pobal

91 Smartt, Emily Bawnogue Women’s Development Group (Board 
Member)

92 Sullivan, John Ballyfermot Community Civic Centre (Student)

93 Toomey, Brian Wexford Community Forum Executive

94 Visser, Anna Social Advocacy Worker (Personal Capacity)

95 Wallace,	Mary-Clare South Dublin County Partnership

96 Walsh,	Maurice Lucan Disability Action Group

97 Whelan, Betty Tallaght Centre for the Unemployed
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