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CHAPTER

 1 Introduction

The Organisational Review Programme (ORP) within public service 
reform

The Organisational Review Programme (ORP), which was approved by Government in March 2007, 
is  focused  on  individual  organisations  and  complements  the  system-wide  review  which  was 
undertaken by the OECD in 2008.  The ORP was transferred from the Department of the Taoiseach 
to the Department of Public Enterprise and Reform in July 2011 as part of the reorganisation of 
portfolios undertaken on the formation of the Government.

The  purpose  of  the  ORP  is  to  examine  the  capabilities  of  the  Irish  civil  service  to  meet  the 
challenges ahead and deliver focused public services into the future.  

Reviews to date
Three rounds of reviews covering eleven organisations have been undertaken to date: 

First round
Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food (now Agriculture, Food and the Marine)
Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment (now Jobs, Enterprise and Innovation)
Department of Transport (now Transport, Tourism and Sport) 
Composite report including action plans published in November 2008

Second round
Department of Health and Children (now two separate Departments)
Office of the Revenue Commissioners
Central Statistics Office
Property Registration Authority
Composite report including action plans published in September 2010

Latest round
Department of the Taoiseach
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade
Department of Education and Skills
Department of the Environment, Community and Local Government

The ORP team’s findings, the follow-up actions plans prepared by the Departments and Offices 
reviewed and the methodology template used can be viewed on orp.ie.
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Latest round of ORP reviews
The third round involved detailed examination of the capacities of four Government Departments as 
set out above.  The findings are set out in the remainder of this report along with the follow-up 
action plans prepared by each Department and a special commentary by Dr. Richard Boyle, Head of 
Research, Institute of Public Administration. Also included is a special chapter on the Impacts of  
Decentralisation on Civil Service Capacity. 

ORP team
The ORP team for the third round of reviews included three Principals  on secondment,  Evelyn 
O’Connor, Peter Finnegan and Owen Jacob, and three permanent staff of the Department, Gerry 
Cribbin, Evan Breen and Marian Murphy.   For each of the four reviews, Mercer carried out surveys 
of  all  staff  independently  in  each  Department.   The  chapter  on  decentralisation  was  based  on 
research accumulated over the three rounds of ORP reviews covering eleven organisations.  

Template for reviews
The  ORP  team  developed  a  template  for  the  conduct  of  the  reviews  by  reference  to  three 
components and ten attributes as follows:

3 components 
→

Strategy ↔ Managing delivery ↔ Evaluation

       

 10 attributes →

Setting strategic 
direction

Giving 
leadership

Creating shared 
understanding

Customer service 
and delivery

Continuous 
improvement and 
innovation

Managing resources

Governance

Performance measurement

Customer and stakeholder 
feedback

Input into policy and 
strategy

The ORP is  thorough and systematic  involving a  comprehensive  review of  documentation,  the 
conduct of an extensive number of interviews, meetings and workshops with management, staff and 
stakeholders, the administration of an online questionnaire to all staff and oversight of the findings 
by an external validator.  

The response rates to the staff surveys ranged from 57% to 71% and across the four Departments, 
there were 653 meetings, workshops, submissions and conference calls with staff, customers and 
stakeholders.
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CHAPTER

 2
ORP Report on the Department of the Taoiseach

Department of the Taoiseach

Executive summary

The  Department  of  the  Taoiseach  has  a  uniquely  powerful  role  at  the  heart  of  the  State’s 
administration, serving the Taoiseach at the nexus of the political and administrative spheres.  It has 
been centrally involved in several major strategic successes over the years, such as the Northern 
Ireland peace process, social partnership and the International Financial Services Centre (IFSC) for 
example, and it is widely praised by stakeholders for its role in these achievements.

Nonetheless, there is widespread recognition amongst its staff and stakeholders that the Department 
failed to develop an overall strategic response to the unprecedented national economic collapse over 
recent years.   In the light of the over-riding national priority to deal with the current economic 
crisis, staff and stakeholders are looking to the Department to articulate its strategic leadership role 
in the recovery process.  

While this is the principal challenge facing the Department, the extensive dialogue undertaken with 
the Department’s staff and stakeholders has shown that it also needs to address some other issues of 
capacity as a priority:

• Become better at ensuring the delivery of outputs and strategic outcomes.

• Improve leadership and communications internally.

• Further enhance its staff talent pool.

In conclusion, although the Department is very highly regarded for its skills and its successes of the 
past, it needs to build on these and in particular engage more with the current national economic 
recovery process and provide renewed strategic leadership across the public sector and beyond.

Introduction

Mission Statement

To provide the Government, Taoiseach and Ministers of State with the support, policy advice and 
information necessary for the effective conduct of Government and for the dynamic leadership, co-
ordination and strategic direction of Government policy.

Role
“The Department’s role derives from the constitutional and ceremonial role of the Taoiseach as 
Head of Government.  

The Department’s three key functions are:
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• providing  support  services  to  the  Taoiseach,  Government  Chief  Whip  and Ministers  of 
State,

• supporting the efficient functioning of Government,

• supporting Government policy direction and co-ordination.

The core tasks of the Department include: 

• Supporting  the  Taoiseach  in  his  role  as  Head  of  Government  (including  all  policy, 
management and communications aspects of that role).

• Supporting the Taoiseach in his constitutional and parliamentary duties (including provision 
of comprehensive briefing for Dáil appearances, PQs, Leaders Questions, etc).

• Supporting  the  Taoiseach  in  his  North/South  and  international  duties  (including  the 
European Council,  North/South Ministerial  Council,  British-Irish Council and leading on 
key bilateral relationships, e.g. with the US, UK, major EU countries, China, trade missions, 
etc).  

• Supporting  the  Taoiseach  in  his  engagements  outside  government  (including 
meetings/speeches  with  business,  trade  unions,  international  delegations,  the  churches, 
community, voluntary and other civic society groups). 

• Private Office of the Taoiseach.

• Secretariat to the Government.

• Office of the Government Chief Whip.

• Government Protocol Service.

• Government  Press  and  Information  Service  (including  online  services  and  media 
monitoring).

• Liaison with the President and the Houses of the Oireachtas.

• Providing advice to the Taoiseach on policy matters that are a national priority.

• Leading and participating in cross-Departmental initiatives, including through the Cabinet 
Committee system.”1

1 Departmental briefing notes prepared for Enda Kenny, T.D., Taoiseach, upon his taking up Office.
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Structure

The Department of the Taoiseach is a small Department with less than 200 staff, and up until recent 
times the organisational structure was based on a number of functional areas.  These areas were:
These areas were:

        Department of the Taoiseach
1 Private Offices of the Taoiseach and the Ministers of State
2 Secretary General’s Office
3 Government Secretariat, Protocol
4 Northern Ireland, International, Corporate Affairs
5 European and International Affairs
6 Economic and Social Policy

7 Social Partnership, Transforming Public Services Programme Office, Organisational Review 
Programme, Better Regulation Unit

8 Government Press Office / Government Information Service

Recent changes 

A number of major changes have taken place in the Department in recent times.  These changes 
include half of the MAC (including the Secretary General) leaving the Department, several Units 
moving to another Department, and the creation of a new Second Secretary General post with a new 
suite of roles and responsibilities.  These are part of a substantial programme of changes that the 
Department has embarked upon under the direction of the Taoiseach.

Report format

The format  of  this  Organisational  Review Programme (ORP) report  on  the  Department  of  the 
Taoiseach is necessarily slightly different to the ORP reports on other Departments and Offices. 
This  is  because  the  Department  has  undergone  significant  changes  between  the  time  that  the 
stakeholders and staff were interviewed and the time of the report’s publication.  The purpose of the 
ORP is to give organisations an insight into their strengths and weaknesses in capacity so as to help 
them meet the challenges of the future.  In order to make this report as useful as possible, it is being 
cast  in  terms  of  explicit  recommendations  or  ‘pointers  for  the  future’  so  as  to  help  the  new 
leadership in the Department ensure that the reconfigured organisation is optimally placed to meet 
its challenges.

The review process

The review of the Department involved a total of 115 meetings, workshops, conference calls and 
submissions.   There  were  93  meetings  and  conference  calls  with  and  submissions  from  the 
Department’s stakeholders, and there were 22 workshops and meetings with the Department’s staff.

Online questionnaires were distributed to all staff in the Department and there was a solid 65% 
response rate.
There were, in addition, study visits to the Prime Ministers’ Offices in the United Kingdom and 
Finland, and to the First Minister’s Office in Scotland.
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Associated bodies of the Department of the Taoiseach

The following bodies are under the aegis of the Department of the Taoiseach: 

• National  Economic  and  Social  Council  (NESC)  /  National  Economic  and  Social 
Development Office (NESDO)

The following office operates independently but is funded from the Department’s Vote: 

• The Moriarty Tribunal 

In  addition,  the  Taoiseach  and/or  Ministers  of  State  have  ministerial  responsibility  for  certain 
administrative matters in the following independent Offices: 

• Central Statistics Office 

• Office of the Attorney General 

• Office of the Chief State Solicitor 

• Office of the Director of Public Prosecutions 

• Law Reform Commission. 

Recommendations

Strategy:  Setting strategic direction

• Be clear about the Government’s and the Taoiseach’s key strategic priorities, and structure 
the Department around the strategies.  Assign top managers to lead each of the key strategic 
priorities and ensure the teams have an optimum mix of experience in policy analysis and in 
operational delivery.

• Get the strategies right and then focus on their implementation, placing a clear emphasis on 
the delivery of outputs and outcomes.

Strategy:  Giving leadership 

Internal leadership
• Build leadership capacity, nurture internal cross-divisional team working.

• Make sure there is clear two way communication between top management and staff, so on 
the one hand staff understand what must be done to implement the key strategic priorities 
and on the other hand top management understand their staff’s views.
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• Top management should make clear decisions and be proactive in taking action.

• The MAC should develop its leadership role.

External leadership
• Build  on  the  successes  of  the  past,  retain  the  ability  to  solve  specific  national  issues, 

command authority and respect amongst all stakeholders.

• Ensure delivery of the strategic outputs and outcomes by Departments, Offices and agencies 
where the Department has a co-ordinating role.

• Don’t shy away from conflict in pursuit of challenging goals and in delivering necessary 
change.

• Develop a credible economic capability.

• Lead overtly across the administrative system.

Strategy:  Creating shared understanding

Internal creating shared understanding
• Break  down  the  silos  around  the  Department’s  divisions  and  join  the  Department  up 

internally by promoting cross-divisional communication and cross-divisional team working.

• Ensure there is a clear communication flow up and down the hierarchy in each division and 
across different divisions.

• Promote a culture of openness and honesty.

External creating shared understanding
• Retain the Department’s ethos of helpfulness and effectiveness in building and maintaining 

relationships with stakeholders.

• Consider  how the  Wednesday briefings  of  Secretaries  General  might  be  enhanced  even 
further.

• Find a means to bring employers, trade unions and the voluntary sector together to ensure a 
constructive dialogue about the delivery of the Government’s key strategic priorities. 

• Focus on delivery instead of process, emphasise outputs and outcomes, and ensure there are 
mechanisms in place to guarantee follow-up and delivery on the ground.

• Develop  the  capacity  to  ensure  delivery  of  cross-cutting  strategies  which  involve  co-
ordinated implementation and co-operation across more than one Department.

• Become  the  visible  face  of  the  administrative  system  to  the  public  at  home  and  to 
stakeholders abroad.
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Managing delivery:  Customer service and delivery

• Maintain the Department’s role as an effective honest broker and trouble-shooter.

• Ensure the Government Secretariat becomes a stricter gatekeeper in terms of the procedures 
by which Memos for Government are brought to the Cabinet.

• Continue to facilitate access for stakeholders to the administrative system.

Managing delivery:  Continuous improvement and innovation

• Encourage a culture of self-initiated change in the Department.

• Support staff who bring forward good ideas.

• Be flexible about changing the organisation (in terms of its prioritisation, staffing, skill sets, 
structure, etc) in order to match changes in the external environment.

Managing resources:  ICT

• Consider  developing  ICT shared  services  in  conjunction  with  a  bigger  Department  and 
redeploying the ICT Unit’s staff.

Managing resources:  HR

• Ensure all staff in the Department have substantive experience of working in the front-line 
operational areas of other Departments or Offices which provide services to customers.

• Ensure there is regular turnover of staff into and out of the Department.

• Second experts into the Department for specific strategic priorities for 3-5 years.

• Develop an explicit HR strategy for the Department.

• Give careful thought to staff allocation.

• Develop the Department’s analytic capacity; consider making more use of NESC2.

• Address the staff morale issue and work with staff to deal with it.

• Consider  developing  HR  shared  services  in  conjunction  with  a  bigger  Department  and 
redeploying the HR unit staff.

2 National Economic and Social Council
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Managing resources:  Finance

• Consider building on the existing financial shared services arrangements and redeploying 
the Finance Unit’s staff.

Managing delivery:  Governance

• Make NESC less consensus oriented, quicker at producing analyses and give it a greater role 
in the national economic recovery process.

Evaluation:  Performance measurement
• For each key strategic priority ensure there are clear inputs, outputs and outcomes, with 

explicit  targets  and  milestones,  backed  up  by  regular  performance  measurement  and 
performance management in order to ensure the strategies are successfully delivered.

• Provide a vision of “what success looks like” by making the progress on implementing each 
strategy clearly visible to Government, to stakeholders and to the public.

Evaluation:  Customer and stakeholder feedback & input into policy and strategy

• Continue to be open to feedback from customers and stakeholders and continue to input the 
lessons learned into the formulation of policies and strategies.
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 3  
ORP Report on the Department of Education and Skills

Department of Education and Skills

Summary of findings

The Department of Education and Skills operates in a very challenging and complex environment, 
shaped  in  particular  by  profound  economic,  social,  technological,  cultural  and  demographic 
changes.  Simultaneously, the Department has been undergoing some restructuring and devolution 
of functions;  it has implemented a number of phases of decentralisation to Athlone and Tullamore 
over the years and has established and devolved functions to a number of agencies.

There is a general recognition amongst external stakeholders that the Department’s main strengths 
are the high calibre of its management and staff, their strong values and commitment to education, 
their willingness to try to solve problems and their dedication in dealing with a very challenging 
agenda.  The Department adopts a highly consultative approach with key partners in the education 
system in the development and implementation of its policies.  This is enshrined in much of the 
legislation  dealing  with  educational  matters  and  has  helped  to  achieve  a  high  level  of  shared 
understanding and commitment across the system as a whole.

Although  there  is  scope  for  improvement,  the  general  consensus  across  diverse  groups  of 
stakeholders and observers, domestic and international, is that the Irish education system is a good 
and cost effective model.  Management of the system is a major undertaking which the Department 
manages well.  However, by addressing the capacity issues outlined below, the Department has the 
potential to achieve its strategic goals more successfully and with greater efficiency.

1. Strategy setting:  The Department is excessively engaged in short-term and operational 
issues. It needs to create space to tackle more of the key strategic issues and develop a long-
term strategy for education (whether designated as a White Paper or not).  Prioritisation is 
an urgent and ongoing task in light of foreseeable resource constraints. The development 
and implementation of many sectoral policies is too slow.  

2. Leadership:  Internally, while recognising the highly complex nature of the issues going to 
the Management Advisory Committee (MAC), the immediacy of the issues (see 3 below) 
and the rigour of analysis given to each of them at that level is slowing decision-making. 
Streamlining  MAC  business  should  improve  operational  efficiency.   Externally,  the 
Department needs to strengthen its leadership role in respect of early childhood education, 
higher  education  and  further  and  adult  education.   The  Department  needs  to  be  more 
ambitious  in terms of the scope and pace of delivery in  negotiations  with management 
bodies and the trade unions. 

3. Creating  shared  understanding:   There  is  a  widely  held  view that  joined-up thinking 
within the Department is a major weakness.  Significant improvement in co-ordination on 
cross-cutting policy and organisational issues below MAC level is required.  Externally, 
there is a need for more effective consultation processes with defined timeframes in place 
for the conclusion of deliberations and the implementation of agreed policies and measures. 
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4. ICT:  There is a need to strengthen leadership of senior management in relation to ICT. 
Significant ICT development is required to meet current and evolving business needs and 
there is an ongoing challenge around the integration of related systems so as to improve 
efficiency and service quality.  The Department needs to enhance the developmental skills 
capacity of the ICT Unit.

5. School building programme:  The Department needs to improve the performance of its 
Planning and Building Unit (PBU) in order to complete the maximum number of school 
building projects in line with emerging needs while taking account of budgetary constraints. 
Processes need to be changed in the PBU to improve service delivery by strengthening 
project  management  and ICT capacity,  and continuing  to  develop new project  delivery 
models.

6. Governance:  The Department needs to be more proactive in relation to the oversight of its 
agencies and the VECs, especially in improving the measurement of performance.   The 
Department needs to strengthen the capacity of the Higher Education Authority (HEA) in 
terms  of  its  funding  and  oversight  role  -  for  example,  by  having  an  accountability 
framework in place with the Universities and Institutes of Technology and by ensuring the 
level of appropriate  expertise on its  Board to improve its  effectiveness in delivering its 
objectives.   The  Department,  in  conjunction  with the  HEA,  also needs  to  improve  the 
strategic dialogue process with higher education institutions to ensure clearer articulation 
and more effective delivery of national priorities.  To the Department’s credit, the National 
Strategy  for  Higher  Education  to  2030  contains  recommendations  which,  when 
implemented, will address the HEA capacity issues.

Summary of challenges and strengths
The Department's  capacity  has  been  assessed  in  this  review under  the  attributes  set  out  in  the 
template for the Organisational Review Programme.  The summary of the Department’s challenges 
and strengths are set out below.

DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION AND SKILLS
SUMMARY OF CHALLENGES AND STRENGTHS

STRATEGY

Setting strategic direction The Department has demonstrated good capacity to develop policy and strategy 
and it does so while operating in a highly complex environment.  However a 
better  balance  needs  to  be  struck  between  managing  short-term  issues  and 
tackling strategic priorities.  In particular there is a need to articulate a vision for 
the education system which will integrate, prioritise and sequence the issues to 
be tackled in the short-term and those which will be progressed in the medium- 
to longer-term.  Implementation of policies needs to be strengthened.  Ongoing 
reprioritisation will be crucial in light of foreseeable resource constraints.  The 
Department needs to ensure its policies and activities are more joined-up so as to 
better integrate and facilitate progression between the different levels within the 
education system. 
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Giving leadership The Department has a strong Management Advisory Committee (MAC) and has 
demonstrated effective  leadership in a number of areas including at European 
level.  Its ability to successfully lead the operation of the school system has, in 
particular, been widely acknowledged.  However, internally, too many issues go 
to MAC without the prior resolution of cross-cutting issues at less senior levels. 
There  is  also  a  communications  weakness  between  more  senior  and  middle 
management grades and more junior managers and staff.  Externally, it is widely 
perceived that the Department’s focus is on primary and post-primary schools 
and  leadership  at  other  education  levels  needs  to  be  strengthened.   The 
Department  needs  to  be  more  ambitious  in  terms  of  the  scope  and  pace  of 
delivery in negotiations with management bodies and the trade unions.  It also 
needs to better communicate its policy objectives and successes to the public.

Creating shared 
understanding

The  Department  adopts  a  highly  consultative  approach  with  the  Education 
Partners  in  developing  policies  and  this  has  brought  about  some  significant 
successes.   However,  many perceive that  the negotiations  processes  take too 
long and need to be more effectively managed.  The Department should explore 
appropriate ways to address the desire of key stakeholders in the VECs and the 
higher education sector to engage more directly with it on major issues affecting 
them.   Within  the  Department,  there  is  good  interaction  and  shared 
understanding at  top management  level  but  there is  a  need to strengthen  the 
coherence of policy-making and implementation across the Department.

MANAGING 
DELIVERY

Customer service and 
delivery

The Department provides a wide range of services and supports to its customers 
including  payroll  and  pensions  services  and  social  inclusion  supports.   The 
accessibility  of  senior  management  is  also  valued.   There  are  a  number  of 
problems regarding access to the Department and education-related information 
– e.g. excessive call transfers, poor website content and navigability and absence 
of readily available organisation charts.  Processes need to be reviewed in the 
Planning  and  Building  Unit  to  improve  service  delivery  –  by  strengthening 
project  management,  enhancing  ICT  capacity  and  developing  new  project 
delivery models.

Continuous improvement  
and innovation

The  Department  has  capacity  to  manage  structural  change  as  evidenced  for 
example in its management of decentralisation, establishment of agencies and 
devolution of certain functions.  It continues to implement change in the area of 
service provision.  While it  has overseen significant  policy changes in recent 
years, delivery of such change is too slow.  Management of ICT change is a 
significant  weakness.   ICT  and  data  management  systems  to  support  policy 
development and evaluation are considerably underdeveloped.  These issues will 
need to be addressed to ensure the Department is well positioned to manage the 
challenging education agenda over the years ahead.

Resource management Finance:   The Department has responsibility for a significant  budget and the 
finance function is well-managed, competent and efficient.  The Department has 
good capacity to meet future financial management challenges.
 
HR:   The HR Unit is  generally well-regarded and has managed considerable 
challenges in recent years.  Nonetheless there are a number of HR areas which 
need  attention  including  staff  deployment,  performance  management  and 
morale.  There are also specific HR issues arising from decentralisation.

ICT:  The ICT Unit provides good basic support but there are some major skills 
gaps.  While governance is improving, there are significant issues to be 
addressed in terms of the development of applications and the integration of 
related systems to meet evolving business needs and user requirements.
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Governance Internal  governance  is  strong  with  particularly  good  attention  paid  to  the 
auditing  function.   External  governance  in  relation  to  agencies,  schools, 
Vocational  Educational  Committees  (VECs),  Universities  and  Institutes  of 
Technology (IoTs)  is  mixed.  The main issues arising relate  to the need for 
bilateral  discussions on strategic  plans  and policies,  introducing performance 
contracts,  aligning  funding  to  key  outputs/outcomes,  and  ensuring  that 
governing authorities have access to appropriate expertise.

EVALUATION

Performance measurement Performance  of  the  Irish  education  system  is  generally  well  regarded 
internationally.  Evaluation by the Department is a strength in some respects - 
e.g.  evaluation  of  schools,  VFM  studies,  commissioning  research,  and  in 
reviewing some programmes such as DEIS and special needs supports.  There 
are  well  established  metrics  and  benchmarks  for  the  measurement  of 
performance at higher education level.  However there is scope to considerably 
improve data integration and usage within the Department.  A particular deficit 
is the absence of a primary pupil database which makes it difficult to track the 
educational  progress  of  specific  target  groups.   There  is  also  scope  for 
improving measurement and evaluation of the Further Education sector.

Customer and stakeholder  
feedback and input to 
policy and strategy

There is a very strong culture of consultation on policies and strategies and the 
Department seeks feedback through a number of mechanisms.  Stakeholders say 
the  Department  and  its  agencies  are  open  to  taking  feedback  on  board. 
However, there is scope for seeking greater input from some of the stakeholders 
especially pupils and parents.

History of the education system

The history of the Department dates back to 1831 when the national school system was set up under 
the control of the British State.  However, apart from centralising control within a Department of 
Education in 1924, little change took place in the administration and financing of schools when the 
Irish State was established.  In 1930, the Vocational Education Act gave the State a more significant 
role in certain areas, although the education system continued to be controlled mainly by privately 
owned institutions.

The Department began to play a more significant role in developing and implementing educational 
policy from the 1960s onwards.  Measures taken included the introduction of free post-primary 
education  in  1967,  the  development  of  community  and  comprehensive  schools,  and  the 
establishment  of  Regional  Technical  Colleges  (now  Institutes  of  Technology).   The  Higher 
Education  Authority  was  set  up  in  1971  as  the  planning  and  development  authority  for  the 
university sector and it assumed responsibility in this respect for the Institutes of Technology in 
2006.

There was a major era of reform in the 1990s when, following wide-ranging debate throughout the 
country,  the  Government  (i)  published  a  Green  Paper  (a  discussion  paper)  with  proposals  for 
education change in all the sectors, (ii) convened a National Education Convention in 1993 and (iii) 
published the White Paper  Charting our Educational Future  in 1995 which was the first major 
statement  of  government  policy  on  primary,  post-primary  and  tertiary  education.   In  1998,  a 
National  Forum for  Early  Childhood  was  convened  leading  to  the  Government’s  White  Paper 
Ready to Learn, in 1999.  There was also a Green Paper on Adult Education in an Era of Lifelong 
Learning which led to the White Paper Learning for Life in 2000.
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There was also significant development in governance terms with the Irish Universities Act 1997 
and the Education Act 1998 forming the legislative framework for the change agenda.  There have 
been a number of subsequent Acts dealing with governance including the Vocational Education Act 
2001,  the  Institutes  of  Technology  Act  2006,  and  various  pieces  of  legislation  governing  the 
establishment of agencies. 

In the 1990s, Ireland successfully deployed European Structural Funds to assist with the building of 
its education and training infrastructure.  And from the mid 1990s onwards, government policy 
gave higher priority to investment in research and considerable advances were made in relation to 
the provision of supports for disadvantaged pupils.

The  Department  successfully  implemented  three  phases  of  decentralisation  to  Athlone  and one 
phase to Tullamore.  Further staff have since been deployed to these offices following the expansion 
of functions in these areas.  The Department prepared for decentralisation to Mullingar but this has 
not proceeded.  The Department’s headquarters is in Marlborough Street, Dublin where Corporate 
Services,  elements  of  Higher  Education,  the  Inspectorate,  Statistics  Unit,  Central  Policy  Unit, 
Qualifications,  Curriculum and  Assessment  Unit,  International  Section  and  other  functions  are 
based.  The Schools Division, Special Education, Social Inclusion, Payroll, Pensions and Further 
Education functions are based in Athlone.  The Planning and Building, School Transport and some 
elements of Higher Education functions are in Tullamore.  The Department also has some small 
local offices around the country.  

With effect from 1 May 2010, the Department assumed responsibility from the then Department of 
Enterprise, Trade and Innovation for FÁS as an agency and for its funding and activities relating to 
training and skills.  Following the commencement on 1 January 2011 of the relevant sections of the 
Social Welfare (Miscellaneous Provisions) Act 2010, the Department of Social Protection assumed 
the funding and overall responsibility for FÁS employment services and employment programmes.

Responsibilities
The Department of Education and Skills aims to enable learners to achieve their full potential and 
contribute to Ireland’s economic, social and cultural  development.  The Department is currently 
preparing a new Statement of Strategy but, in terms of its functions, it aims to:

• Ensure  high-quality  education  and  training  through  the  work  of  the  Department,  and 
through partnership with relevant authorities in the education and training services;

• Provide high quality policy advice to the Minister for Education and Skills, Ministers of 
State  and  the  Government,  and  support  the  Ministers  in  their  accountability  to  the 
Oireachtas;

• Develop policy and legislation relating to all areas of education and training;

• Undertake research, reviews and evaluation;

• Discharge a wide range of operational, resourcing and support functions.  These relate to 
the funding of education and training, the payment of teaching and non-teaching staff and 
grants  to  schools  and  other  education  and  training  bodies,  the  allocation  of  teaching 
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resources and other supports, the provision of psychological and school transport services 
and performing a range of personnel and staff relations functions;

• Plan and provide for education and training infrastructure to support the delivery of high-
quality education and training at all levels; and

• Enhance education and training through co-operation on an island-wide basis and through 
involvement in the activities of the European Union and international agencies such as the 
OECD.

Some key facts
• With effect from 9th March 2011, the political head of the Department is the Minister for 

Education and Skills, Mr. Ruairí Quinn, T.D.  Minister Quinn is supported by Ministers of 
State,  Mr.  Ciarán Cannon, T.D. with responsibility for Training and Skills  and School 
Transport and Mr. Seán Sherlock, T.D. with responsibility for Research and Innovation 
(Minister of State Sherlock is based at the Department of Jobs, Enterprise and Innovation 
but  has  research  and innovation  related  functions  at  the  Department  of  Education  and 
Skills).

• The administrative head of the Department is Ms. Brigid McManus, Secretary General, 
who is supported by a Management Advisory Committee comprising 10 members whose 
functions are set out below.

• The core staff of the Department, as at December 2010, is 1,366 staff (1,281.05 whole time 
equivalents).  The Department has offices in 3 main locations: 390 staff in Dublin, 464 
staff in Athlone, 212 staff in Tullamore and 300 staff in small offices countrywide.  Of the 
1,366 staff,  990 are at  administrative grades and 376 are  at  professional  and technical 
grades.

• The gross budget for 2011 for the Department is €8,911 million of which €8,420 million 
relates to current expenditure and €491 million relates to capital.

• The Department currently has 16 statutory agencies, 2 research councils and the National 
Centre for Technology in Education all of which are public sector bodies under its aegis. 
The Department also funds Léargas, the National Centre for Guidance in Education and 
Skillnets  which are  private  sector not-for-profit  bodies.   It  also provides grant funding 
directly or through the HEA to a number of higher education institutions (see Box 3.2 at 
end of this chapter).

Structure
The organisational structure of the Department is based on 10 functional areas.  These areas and 
those responsible for them are:
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Department of Education and Skills

1 National Education Psychological Service, Special Education Policy, Residential 
Institutions Redress Unit/Special Education Litigation

Assistant 
Secretary

2 External Staff Relations, Payroll, Pensions, School Transport Assistant 
Secretary

3 Social Inclusion Policy including Integration;  Early Years Education; Central Policy 
Unit; Statistics; Youth Justice Education

Assistant 
Secretary

4

Schools  Administration  –  Financial  and  Vocational  Education  Committees; 
Financial/Administrative Personnel; Parents, Learners and Database; Teacher Allocation 
and School Governance Policies; Teachers’ and Special  Needs Assistants’ Terms and 
Conditions  

Assistant 
Secretary

5 Corporate Services, Finance Unit, Information Technology, Personnel, Public Service 
Reform/National Development Plan, Press and Communications  

Assistant 
Secretary

6 Higher Education – Policy and Skills, Research and Finance, Equity of Access Assistant 
Secretary

7 Employment  and  Training,  European  Structural  Funds  Policy/Operations,  Activation 
Fund for Unemployed, Further Education Policy

Assistant 
Secretary

8 Planning and Building, Public Private Partnerships Assistant 
Secretary

9 Inspectorate Chief 
Inspector

10 Teacher Education and Information Communications Technology policy, International & 
North/South, Qualifications Curriculum and Assessment Policy Director

Contextual issues
There are a number of contextual considerations that impact on the work and operations of the 
Department.

Structure of the education and training system
Today  there  are  over  3,200  primary  schools  in  Ireland,  750  post-primary,  7  Universities,  14 
Institutes of Technology (IoTs), 33 Vocational  Education Committees (VECs) and a number of 
other educational institutions that are aided by the State (see Box 3.2 at end of this chapter).

Most primary and post-primary schools are privately owned and managed by local diocesan trusts 
or patron bodies3 but are publicly funded.  The denominational character and ethos of schools are 
recognised by the State, including in legislation.

At primary level,  many of the schools are  small  with over 50% of them having four or fewer 
teachers and each school is managed by its own voluntary management board appointed by the 
patrons.

At  post-primary  level,  there  are  different  types  of  state  funded  schools  –  namely,  voluntary 
secondary  schools,  vocational  schools  and  community  and  comprehensive  schools.   Voluntary 
secondary schools are privately owned and managed and the trustees of most of these schools are 

3 More  recently,  patron  bodies  such as  Educate  Together  and  An Foras  Pátrúnachta  in  respect  of  Gaelscoileanna
    have been recognised as patron bodies for new primary schools.
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religious communities or boards of governors.  Vocational Educational Committees4 (VECs) are 
statutory  local  education  bodies  that  administer  vocational  schools  and  community  colleges. 
Schools  under  the  auspices  of  VECs  also  have  Boards  of  Management.   Community  and 
comprehensive schools were set up in 1967, are fully funded by the State and are managed by 
Boards of Management.  Pupils in all three types of schools follow the same curriculum and sit the 
same State examinations.  

Essentially  the  Boards  of  Management  are  the  legal  employers  of  school  staff  and  carry 
considerable  responsibilities  as  laid  down  in  the  Education  Act  19985 and  other  legislation. 
Therefore while salaries are paid for by the State, each school is legally autonomous in terms of the 
appointment, discipline and dismissal of staff and in terms of legal and compliance responsibilities. 
The autonomy and number of schools (some 4,000) and the lack of an intermediate tier in most of 
the sector makes it challenging for the Department to ensure policies are implemented and presents 
an unusual – if not unique – context in terms of governance. 

Further and Adult Education as supported by the Department is provided through the VECs.  The 
emphasis  is  on  equality  of  opportunity  and  social  inclusion  with  programmes  including  Post 
Leaving  Certificate  (PLC)  courses,  the  Back  to  Education  Initiative,  the  Vocational  Training 
Opportunities Scheme, Senior Traveller Training Centres, Youthreach, and assisting those having 
low basic literacy and numeracy skills.

The training bodies include FÁS, Skillnets and privately contracted training.  FÁS is the principal 
training provider to the unemployed and provide training across a variety of different programmes 
aimed  at  levels  3-6  on the  National  Framework  of  Qualifications  (NFQ).   Under  the  Training 
Networks Programme (TNP),  Skillnets  facilitates  the process  of  creating  ‘Skillnets’  or learning 
networks, which comprise three or more companies to provide training.  The Department is the 
managing authority for the European Social Fund and the European Globalisation Adjustment Fund 
(EGF) nationally6.

Third  and fourth  level  education  is  provided  by Universities,  Institutions  of  Technology and a 
number  of  other  educational  institutions.   These  bodies7 are  largely  State-funded,  autonomous 
bodies with their own governing authorities but reporting to the Higher Education Authority (HEA) 
in some respects.  Some smaller bodies are still funded directly by the Department.  The HEA has 
statutory responsibility for furthering the development of higher education and for the co-ordination 
of the Department’s investment in that sector.

4 VECs consist  largely of democratically elected  representatives  of  the local  community and each  VEC appoints  
a CEO and staff.
5 The  Education  Act  1998  provides  the  main  legislative  framework  for  the  schools  and  sets  out  accountability 
procedures  and  the  functions  of  Boards  of  Management.   Those  functions  include  management  of  schools, 
implementation  of  education  policy,  publication  of  school  admission  policy,  responsibilities  relating  to  accounts, 
provision of information and so on.
6 The EU Structural Funds, in particular the European social Fund (ESF), support the anticipation and management of 
change  with  activities,  such  as  life-long  learning,  with  a  strategic  and  long-term  perspective.   The  European 
Globalisation  Fund  (EGF)  provides  one-off,  time-limited  individual  support  geared  to  helping  workers  who  have 
suffered redundancies as a result of globalisation.
7 The Royal College of Surgeons and the Royal Irish Academy were established by Charter, the National College of Art 
and Design was established by Act and the other institutions are linked to Irish universities.
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Operational challenges 
The nature, complexity and sensitivity of the Department’s work has grown hugely in recent years – 
for  example,  the  provision  of  new services  for  pupils  with  special  needs,  the  recognition  and 
inclusion of persons with disability, and unique challenges arising from migration and integration. 
The Department also has responsibilities in providing redress to former residents who have suffered 
abuse in residential education institutions.
 
As a result of changing demographics, enrolment figures will continue to rise over the medium term 
– for example, projected enrolment at primary level will grow by 9.3% over the period 2009/10 to 
2014/158.  This will bring fresh demands with regard to teacher supply,  school accommodation, 
higher  education  provision,  and education  supports  for special  needs  students.   This  will  bring 
particular  challenges  in  the  context  of  the  current  economic  climate.   In  addition,  the  present 
Employment Control Framework means that while overall staff numbers in the education sector are 
due  to  increase  in  the  coming  years  due  to  an  increase  in  teacher  numbers  to  cater  for  rising 
enrolments  in  schools,  there  are  restrictions  in  place  for  the  number  of  staff  working  in  the 
Department,  its  agencies  and  higher  education  institutions  for  the  years  ahead;  and  if  the 
Department and the wider education sector is to contribute to the accelerated reduction in public 
service numbers set out in the Programme for Government, it will face even greater challenges.  

The Department’s wider remit, incorporating skills and training with further and adult education, 
will necessitate that it achieve new synergies between different streams of education provision and 
develop more flexible education and training models to maximise opportunities for labour force up-
skilling  and  re-skilling.   Further  challenges  arise,  inter  alia,  from  the  implementation  of  the 
National Strategy for Higher Education to 2030, the International Education Strategy, 2010-2015 
and the National Literacy and Numeracy Strategy as well as the “Croke Park Agreement”.

Decentralisation has brought its own challenges as the Department now operates from three main 
locations with attendant implications for leadership, internal communications, joined-up approaches 
and staff mobility and development.  While the Department has successfully implemented its own 
restructuring,  it  is now facing a number of new structural  challenges in its  sector including the 
restructuring of VECs, the amalgamation of the three qualifications agencies9, issues around school 
size10, recognition of new schools at second level and restructuring of the patronage of primary 
schools11.   The  Universities  and Institutes  of  Technology will  also be evolving  with a  view to 
achieving a more coherent framework for higher education.

Partnership approach
While the learner is the primary customer of the educational process, there are a number of other 
principal  customers/stakeholders.   The principal  stakeholders  are  collectively  referred  to  as  the 
Education Partners – students, parents, unions and management bodies.  Other stakeholders include 
business  representatives,  other  trade unions,  the  local  community  and other  State  bodies.   The 
partnership approach has been an embedded feature of education policy for many years with the 
Department engaging in extensive consultation on many issues.  The negotiation process is hugely 
time-consuming and it can be difficult to reconcile different approaches and perspectives.

8 This is based on MOFI* assumption, i.e. there is zero net migration (MO) for the population as a whole and for each  
age group within the population; and fertility rates stabilise at a rate of 2.0 children per woman (F1*) in Projections of  
Full Time Enrolment at primary, secondary and higher level 2009-2030 (February 2010), page 4. 
9 Higher Education and Training Awards Council, Further Education & training Awards Council and the National  
   Qualifications Authority of Ireland.
10 The Department recently commenced a Value for Money Review on Small Schools.
11 The Minister  for  Education and Skills  announced  on the 28th of March 2011 the establishment of  a  Forum on
    Patronage and Pluralism in the Primary Sector and the Forum is to report by the end of 2011.  
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Political environment
As education issues are high on the national and local agenda and can be emotive, there is a strong 
political dimension to the management and development of the sector.  Of special interest in this 
regard  is  teacher  and financial  resource  allocation  at  individual  school  level,  school  transport, 
supports for pupils with special needs and capital expenditure in the Planning and Building Unit, 
resulting in a high level of Parliamentary Questions, representations and media scrutiny.

Conclusion
The radically altered economic scene and the changing demographic profile of the population will 
require considerable imagination, agility and speed in the management of change if the Department 
is to deal with challenges in appropriate and timely ways.  This organisational review identified a 
number of capacity issues which will need to be addressed if the Department is to position itself to 
deal fully and effectively with future demands. 
     

Conduct of the review
The review of the Department involved meetings, workshops and conference calls, as follows:

Category Number of 
Meetings

Meetings with Ministers and Ministers of State12 5

Meeting with Joint Oireachtas Committee on Education and Skills 1

Individual meetings with senior management of the Department 42

Workshops with staff of the Department 25

Meetings and consultations with major agencies under the aegis of the Department 10

Meetings  and  consultations  with many stakeholders  of  the  Department,  including  the 
Education Partners, 'cross-cutting' Departments and other bodies 83

Meetings with EU Commission and OECD 6

Total 172

Many stakeholders in the education sector contributed to the review and their views were greatly 
appreciated and informed the analysis and findings.

Senior  staff  and management  in the Department  were positive  in their  approach to the review, 
generous  in  terms  of  their  time  and  were  open  and  honest  in  the  views  expressed  on  the 
Department’s shortcomings.  It was evident that staff and management are highly committed to the 
Department and to the education sector and they want to strengthen the capacity of the Department 
to meet future challenges.

The Corporate Services team in the Department, and in particular Ms. Siobhán Cullen, provided 
much of the documentation supporting the research, organised workshops and meetings and was 
very helpful throughout the review.  

12 Given the timeline for this review, Mr. Ruairí Quinn, T.D., Minister for Education and Skills was interviewed as  
     were a number of former Ministers.  
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On-line questionnaires were distributed to all the staff in the Department and the 71% response rate 
is indicative of their strong willingness to share their views and experiences with the ORP team, and 
to play their part in bringing about positive change.  This response rate together with the many 
meetings/workshops and secondary research provided a sound basis for analysis.

The findings of the review are set out below.

Strategy:  Setting strategic direction

Summary:  The Department has demonstrated good capacity to develop policy and strategy 
and it does so while operating in a highly complex environment.  However a better balance 
needs to be struck between managing short-term issues and tackling strategic priorities.  In 
particular there is a need to articulate a vision for the education system which will integrate, 
prioritise and sequence the issues to be tackled in the short-term and those which will be 
progressed in the medium- to longer-term.  Ongoing reprioritisation will be crucial in light of 
foreseeable resource constraints. Implementation of policies needs to be strengthened.  The 
Department needs to ensure that its policies and activities are more joined up so as to better 
integrate and facilitate progression between the various levels within the education system.

Introduction

The Department operates in a highly complex environment – with the design and certain aspects of 
the  management  of  the education  system remaining  highly centralised,  while  many operational 
functions  are  devolved to  local  school/body level.   The  Department  inter  alia  sets  the general 
regulations for primary and post-primary schools, exercises a controlling influence on curriculum 
and assessment, establishes regulations for the management, resourcing and staffing of schools and 
centrally  negotiates  teachers’  terms  and  conditions.   It  also  provides  the  policy,  funding,  and 
legislative and regulatory frameworks in all other areas of the education system including higher 
education, further and adult education, pre-school and special needs.  

Capacity to set strategic direction 

The Department has demonstrated good capacity to develop policy and strategy in a number of 
areas and its achievements include:

• The development  and implementation of the revised curriculum at primary level 1999, 
which is very highly regarded;

• The design and roll-out of the ‘Whole School Evaluation’ process at primary and post-
primary levels and the publication of inspection reports;

• The development of the ‘Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools’ (DEIS) initiative 
and the reorientation of provision for disadvantaged groups;
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• The unprecedented investment in providing supports for pupils with special  needs over 
recent years in mainstream and special schools in terms of the provision of special needs 
assistants,  resource  and  learning  support  teachers,  specialist  equipment,  assistive 
technology and special school transport arrangements; 

• The development and implementation of the National Framework for Qualifications which 
provides  a  way  to  compare  qualifications  and  ensure  they  are  quality  assured  and 
recognised, including internationally; and

• The development of the International Education Strategy 2010-2015,  the Inter-Cultural  
Education Strategy 2010-2015,  the National Strategy for Higher Education to 2030, and 
the Report and Recommendations for a Traveller Education Strategy, 2006.

Notwithstanding its achievements in the foregoing areas, the Department needs to tackle a number 
of key issues if it is to address the strategic needs of the education sector.    

Capacity challenges

Short-term issues crowding out strategic development
A significant  number  of internal  and external  stakeholders (including Ministers,  some staff and 
MAC  members,  agencies,  management  associations,  trade  unions,  educationalists,  and  some 
Presidents of Universities and Institutes of Technology) expressed the view that the Department is 
so engaged in dealing with short-term and operational issues that it does not have the necessary 
space to develop strategic thinking or a holistic approach to the development of policy to the extent 
that the Department itself recognises is needed.  

It is evident from this review that the Department is regarded as having been overly passive in 
tackling  certain  key strategic  issues affecting the education system.   For example,  stakeholders 
(internal and external) say they have been unclear as to the Department’s positions on issues such as 
the  future  of  school  patronage13, the  restructuring  and  future  role  of  the  Vocational  Education 
Committees,  the  rationalisation  of  small  schools  and the  Department’s  future role  vis-a-vis  the 
sector.  The fact that policy determination in these areas is ultimately a matter for the political level 
must also be recognised, but the Department has a clear role in outlining the strategic choices (not 
least because of resource constraints) which are open to Government.

There is a range of reasons and pressures as to why the Department focuses predominantly on short-
term and operational issues.  These include the political sensitivity of many of the issues involved 
and the lack of an intermediary tier between the Department and the schools to which responsibility 
for such operational  issues might  be devolved.   However,  in the short term,  there is  a need to 
alleviate  the  pressures  caused  by  the  current  focus  on  operational  matters  through  better 
prioritisation, delegation or other measures.  Freeing up staff capacity and time would allow the 
Department  to  develop  a  coherent  plan  for  the  education  system,  for  say,  the  next  20  years. 
However, it must be acknowledged that development of such a plan will require the political system 
and society in general  to make strategic  choices  on sensitive issues on which there are diverse 
views. 

13 The Minister for Education and Skills announced on the 28th of March 2011 the establishment of a Forum on  
Patronage and Pluralism in the Primary Sector and the Forum is to report by the end of 2011.  
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Strategic development of the education system
Top  management  are  very  highly  regarded  individually.   However,  as  a  group,  due  to  the 
disproportionate  focus  on short-term and operational  issues,  stakeholders  say they are  weak at 
forward planning and there is “no sense of a bigger vision being followed”.

Many key external stakeholders believe that the Department needs to articulate a vision for the 
education system which reflects the philosophy of the systemic and integrated nature of education, 
whereby the relationships between each of the sectors are drawn together in a continuum of life-
long education in order to build a knowledge-based society.  Within this context, there is a need for 
the Department to set out in broad terms a plan (whether designated as a White Paper or not) which 
details how and when the key strategic issues affecting the education system will be dealt with (e.g. 
school governance, future role of VECs, etc.).  This would give direction to the education system, 
promote greater alignment of objectives, enable the progressive delivery of strategic priorities, and 
improve morale throughout the system. 
 
As stated earlier, this will require stakeholders to make difficult choices and given the sensitivity of 
many issues relating to education, they will not be easy to resolve.  In the context of the current 
economic climate where resources are severely constrained, there is a need for the Department, in 
adopting such an approach, to prioritise its objectives, especially in light of available resources.

Slow implementation of policies and strategies
The Department puts a lot of work into developing policies.   It  consults widely (and builds up 
stakeholder expectations) but for a variety of reasons, it falls short on policy implementation.  There 
is a widespread view across Government and amongst the education partners that development and 
implementation of education policies takes an inordinate length of time.  Stakeholders mentioned a 
range of examples in support of this view including:

• the slow pace of curricular change at post-primary level 

• its slowness in developing coherence in ICT usage in schools, particularly integration into 
the curriculum 

• the length of time it took to establish the Teaching Council which was provided for in a 
White Paper in 1995 but was not formally established until March 2006. 

Reasons put forward in the course of this review for the slow pace of implementation include the 
difficulty in implementing policy through so many autonomous bodies, slow decision-making and 
action by the Department even when stakeholders have agreed something in principle, and lack of 
appreciation of the operational implications of policies – the Department is “too far removed from 
reality on the ground”.  However, in terms of improvements, even where the Department is fully 
supportive,  there  is  clearly  a  real  challenge,  against  the  background  of  the  severe  resource 
constraints of recent years, which is set to continue.

Given the importance of education to individuals, society and the economy, it is important that the 
Department strengthens its implementation capacity if it is to bring about the necessary change in 
the education system to meet the emerging and future needs of the twenty-first century.  This will 
require a focus on a limited number of priorities and that commitments are not made to policies 
unless resources are available to deliver.
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Progression between education levels
The systemic and integrated nature of education requires that all the sectors be drawn together in a 
continuum of life-long education.  However stakeholders pointed to the lack of coherence between 
educational levels, identifying the need for a better fit in the transition from one level of the system 
to the next.  For example:

• in the transition from primary to post-primary level whereby the excellent curricular and 
pedagogic developments at primary level are not continued at post-primary level.  As a 
result the transition can be difficult for many pupils; and 

• in the transition from post-primary to third level whereby the focus in the post-primary 
system at Leaving Certificate level is on examinations and the points system instead of 
encouraging  pupils  to  be  responsible  for  their  own  learning  and  oriented  towards 
analytical thinking as is the case in higher education. 

These are examples of long running issues which have never been satisfactorily addressed and in 
the  context  of  moving  towards  a  knowledge-based  society,  it  is  important  that  the Department 
oversees a more coherent approach to the integration of policies and activities, while recognising 
the responsibilities of all the actors in the sectors in this regard. 

Strategy:  Giving leadership

Summary:  The Department has a strong Management Advisory Committee (MAC) and has 
demonstrated effective leadership in a number of areas.  Its ability to successfully lead the 
operation of the school system has, in particular, been widely acknowledged.  However, 
internally, too many issues go to MAC level without prior resolution of cross-cutting issues 
at less senior levels.  There is also a communications weakness between more senior and 
middle management grades and more junior managers and staff.  Externally,  it is widely 
perceived  that  the  Department’s  focus  is  on  primary  and  post-primary  schools  and 
leadership at other education levels needs to be strengthened.  The Department needs to be 
more ambitious in term of scope and pace of delivery in negotiations with the management 
bodies and the trade unions. It also needs to communicate better its policy objectives and 
successes to the public.

Effective leadership

Internal stakeholders regard the MAC as a collegiate group, comprising intellectually strong and 
hard-working members.  They say that MAC members are supportive and provide good leadership 
in  their  respective  areas.   External  stakeholders  also  spoke  positively  about  MAC  members 
highlighting their intellectual rigour, their commitment to education and their effective participation 
at conferences and seminars.  The Department has demonstrated effective leadership in areas such 
as:

• leading the operation of the school system which provides for over 800,000 students and 
includes provision of direct services such as payroll and school buildings - “Ireland has 
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done  a  remarkably  cost  effective  job  at  managing  and  developing  schools”  (OECD, 
200814); 

• driving  the  implementation  of  highly successful  initiatives  such as  the  Programme  for 
Research for Third Level Institutions (PRTLI) and the Strategic Innovation Fund;

• leading  the  way  at  EU  level  on  the  development  of  the  National  Framework  for 
Qualifications and the Lifelong Learning Strategy.  European stakeholders commended the 
contribution made by the Department over the years at EU committee meetings;

• the  strong leadership  exhibited  by the  Inspectorate  in  the  development  and roll-out  of 
inspection models including the Whole School Evaluation model (WSE), the publication of 
inspection reports, and the engagement with parents, management boards and others on 
proposed changes (e.g. self evaluation);

• the development of greater transparency in the examinations process including the return 
of marked scripts to candidates after they sit exams; and

• the  achievement  of  a  number  of  workplace  reforms  in  the  education  system. 
Examples  include  new  competitive  promotion  schemes  in  schools  for  Posts  of 
Responsibility at first and second level and induction for new teachers.

Nonetheless, the leadership role played by top management and at Principal Officer level needs to 
be strengthened.  The challenges are in part a function of workload, complexity and the focus on 
short-term issues as already outlined under  Strategy:  Setting strategic direction.  However other 
factors are also critical as set out below: 

Challenges

Internal

Roles of MAC and Principals
Many stakeholders (internal and external) regard the MAC as excessively involved in operational 
matters.  While discussion of policy issues across the sector at MAC level promotes a corporate 
approach, many staff believe that the sheer volume of issues going formally to this level and the 
rigour  of  analysis  given  to  each  one  slows  decision-making.   It  also  limits  the  capacity  for 
Principals  to make decisions and lead in their  areas of responsibility to the extent they should. 
There needs to be more clarity around roles and delegation of decision-making to Principal level 
and below, with the Secretary General and the MAC being kept informed as appropriate.  This will 
require significantly better collaboration and coordination of cross-cutting issues below MAC level;

The Principals are generally regarded as being of high calibre, committed and able but there are 
mixed views on their leadership capacity.   It seems a great deal of work is carried out at senior 
levels with, in some cases, poor communication and engagement with staff below Principal level. 
There is a need to improve delegation from Principal level.  These issues have been reported both at 
staff workshops and in the staff survey;

Communications between MAC and staff
14 OECD, Ireland Towards and Integrated Public Service, 2008
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It is evident from the staff survey and the workshops that staff up to HEO level feel somewhat 
disconnected from top management and greater communication between MAC members and staff 
would have a motivational impact.

External

Sectoral leadership
External stakeholders were predominantly of the view that the Department gives stronger leadership 
at primary and post-primary levels than at the other levels.

In the area of early childhood education, a thorough debate took place leading to the publication of 
the White Paper Ready to Learn in 1999.  In relation to the provision of early childhood care and 
education (ECCE) services, the Office of the Minister for Children (shortly to be incorporated into 
the new Department of Children and Youth Affairs) has responsibility for funding and supporting 
ECCE services whereas the Department has responsibility for the quality of educational provision 
within ECCE services.  Progress has been made by the Department in this area in recent years – for 
example in the publication of good framework documents (Aistear15 and Síolta16) and the National 
Workforce Development Plan17.  In 2010, the Office of the Minister for Children and Youth affairs 
implemented a universal pre-school provision scheme which provides for a free pre-school year for 
all children aged between 3 yrs 2 months and less than 4 yrs 7 months in September of the relevant 
year.   To comply with the scheme,  pre-school practitioners  have to  adhere to the principles  of 
Síolta, and both Síolta and Aistear have been incorporated into new Common Awards Standards for 
Early Childhood Education and Care courses as practice frameworks, which will support their use 
throughout the workforce.

External stakeholders (including EU, third level, school principals, and educationalists) expressed a 
need for stronger leadership in the early childhood area particularly as under-achievement in an 
early stage of education becomes an ever increasing hurdle in later  stages.  While stakeholders 
praised the commitment of key individuals in this area, they expressed the view that greater co-
ordination between the Department and the Office of the Minister for Children which funds the 
universal  pre-school provision scheme is needed.  Stakeholders also expressed the view that  in 
addition to the training requirements specified in relation to the free pre-school year scheme, there 
is a need for a more focused national training support scheme and implementation strategy for the 
two frameworks.

Regarding the higher education sector, the Higher Education Authority (HEA) is responsible under 
the 1971 Act for planning and development of higher education and research in Ireland.   However, 
stakeholders  believe  that  while  key  individuals  dealing  with  higher  education  make  valuable 
contributions,  the  Department  is  too  remote  from  the  sector  and  needs  to  develop  a  greater 
understanding of it.  Some stakeholders also expressed the view that higher education has to work 
very hard to get a hearing.  The Department showed leadership in the development of the Higher  

15 Aistear (2009) is the curriculum framework for children in their early years.  It describes the types of learning that are 
important for them and guidelines to support their learning through partnerships with parents, interactions, play, and 
assessment.
16 Síolta (2006) is the National Quality Framework designed to support practitioners to develop high quality services for 
children from birth to 6 years.
17 The National Childcare Strategy 2006-2010 identified the need to develop the skills and qualifications profile of the 
workforce in the Early Childcare and Education (ECCE) sector.   A Background Paper was published in June 2009, a 
consultative process took place concluding on 30th September 2009.  The Workforce Development Plan itself was 
published in November 2010.
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Education Strategy to 2030.  The challenge for the Department now is to build on the momentum 
created in developing the strategy and ensure that key elements of it are implemented.

As regards further education and training, a number of stakeholders are of the view that this sector 
has been “limping along”.  They believe that the transfer of the FÁS funding and activities relating 
to training and skills to the Department and the planned rationalisation of the VECs offers scope for 
the  Department  to  provide  more  effective  leadership.   They emphasised  the  need  to  draw the 
various strands together  and to bring greater coherence between the activities  of FÁS18 and the 
VECs, especially as the sector has an important contribution to make in economic recovery.
    
Influence of trade unions 
The education sector is a uniquely complex one with a significant number of highly influential 
interest groups.  While the school system is substantially State funded, it is significantly privately 
owned and managed.   Similarly  the  higher  education  sector  enjoys  a  high  degree  of  statutory 
autonomy.  Given this context, the Department’s collaborative and inclusive approach in dealing 
with  the  Education  Partners  (including  trade  unions,  management  associations,  and  parents)  is 
widely regarded as having many advantages.  Stakeholders acknowledge the positive contributions 
made by trade unions to educational developments and teaching as a profession over the years. 
However,  some  stakeholders  across  the  education  sector  and  within  the  Department  expressed 
concern about the extent  of influence exerted by trade unions.  In particular  they perceive that 
sometimes, as regards the pace or scope of reform proposals, that relative to other stakeholders, 
trade unions have too significant an influence because of industrial relations.  They believe that the 
Department  needs to play a stronger role in articulating its agenda publicly and in naming and 
addressing blockages to implementation.  This will become an increasingly important matter in the 
context of providing a high quality education while optimising the use of available resources.

Communications
One of the most important aspects of leadership is the ability to communicate and outline positions 
to the public and interested parties.  However, despite the participation of management across the 
Department  in  seminars,  conferences  and other  fora,  there  is  a  widespread view internally  and 
externally that the Department needs to be much more effective at communicating its successes and 
in explaining the rationale behind particular decisions to the public, staff, agencies and education 
partners.   Given the  national  importance  of  the  education  sector,  stakeholders  believe  that  the 
Department  needs to have a more proactive public relations  function.   This would enhance the 
Department’s leadership profile, and help it to influence key stakeholders and shape public debate 
on key issues.

18 The assumption of responsibility for training and skills functions formerly carried out by FÁS but under the remit 
     of the Department since 1st May 2010 provides such an opportunity.
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Strategy:  Creating shared understanding

Summary:   The  Department  adopts  a  highly  consultative  approach  with  the  Education 
Partners  in  developing  policies  and  this  has  brought  about  some  significant  successes. 
However, many perceive that the negotiations processes take too long and need to be more 
effectively  managed.   The  Department  should  explore  appropriate  ways  to  address  the 
desire  of  key  stakeholders  in  the  VECs  and  higher  education  sector  for  more  direct 
engagement with it on major issues affecting them.  Within the Department, there is good 
interaction  and  shared  understanding  at  top  management  level  but  there  is  a  need  to 
strengthen the coherence of policy-making and implementation across the Department.

Context

Creating shared understanding, both internally and externally – i.e. building consensus, shaping 
expectations and aligning the efforts of organisations and individuals – is particularly critical in the 
education sector given the wide range of interest groups and the Department’s reliance on a large 
number of autonomous bodies to implement its policies.  Internally, there is a need for close co-
ordination and co-operation between many of the Units because there are linkages in the services 
they provide.  Externally, the Department must adopt a highly consultative approach to engaging 
with the Education Partners in the development and implementation of policies in order to achieve a 
high level of shared understanding and commitment.  

Internal shared understanding

There are examples of good internal communications and co-operation, namely:  

• There is good shared understanding at top management level with a considerable amount 
of interaction on a wide range of policy issues. Management Advisory Committee (MAC) 
members have good communications channels with Principals. 

• With a view to creating more effective internal shared understanding, the Department has 
established fora for MAC, Principal and equivalent professional/technical grades (known 
as Senior Management  Forum) and staff  networks at  Principal,  Assistant  Principal  and 
Higher  Executive/Administrative  levels.   Senior  Management  Forums  are  held  on  a 
quarterly basis and the Principal, Assistant Principal and Higher Executive/Administrative 
Network meetings are held annually.   The general consensus amongst staff is that these 
fora are useful.  The Inspectorate and National Educational Psychological Service (NEPS) 
also have annual conferences which are attended by MAC and other relevant Department 
administrative staff. 

• There is increasing integration of professional/technical and administrative streams.  The 
Head of the Inspectorate (Chief Inspector) is a member of the MAC, some inspectors work 
in policy units, team meetings in the Planning and Building Unit include representatives 
from  both  technical  and  administrative  streams,  and  there  are  examples  of  effective 
structures within the Department on specific projects.  Co-ordination is also improving and 
there are regular meetings  between staff  in the NEPS, the Special  Needs Unit  and the 
National Council for Special Education.  
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• Notwithstanding such examples of good internal co-operation, the evidence indicates that 
there is scope to improve co-ordination and joined up approaches.  

• Staff (in the survey and at meetings/workshops) and external stakeholders perceive that 
joined-up  approaches  within  and  between  units  in  the  Department  is  a  significant 
weakness.   Contributory  factors  include  the  lack  of  awareness  of  the  implications  of 
decisions on other units within the Department, poorly integrated information processes 
and  systems,  the  absence  of  early  co-ordination  of  business  plans,  the  spread  of  the 
Department’s functions across disparate locations, and the lack of organisation charts and 
manuals.  The Principals have a crucial role to play in ensuring horizontal issues are co-
ordinated effectively so that policies and proposals are developed and implemented in a 
coherent, consistent and timely manner. 

• Feedback from workshops and the survey points to a lack of co-operation amongst staff 
generally in relation to certain cross-cutting issues – for example, in relation to ICT.  

External shared understanding

Shared understanding with the Education Partners
Partnership has been a central element in the development of policy and the delivery of services in 
the  education  sector  for  many years.   It  has  facilitated  a  high  degree  of  shared  understanding 
between the Department and the Education Partners and has been instrumental in successes such as 
agreement to:

• the White Paper Charting our Educational Future, 1995 which was a major statement of 
government policy on primary, post-primary and tertiary education;

• reforms in the regulatory environment – e.g. Education Act, 1998, Education (Welfare) 
Act, 2000, Special Education Needs Act, 2004, Qualifications (Education and Training) 
Act, 1999, the Institutes of Technology Act, 2006 and the Teaching Council Act, 2001; and

• reforms in curricula – e.g. the Primary School Curriculum, 1999 which requires a wide 
range of approaches and methodologies to be used in its implementation and the rollout of 
Project Maths at second level.

However, many stakeholders (including the Partners and staff) believe the negotiations with the 
Education Partners take too long.  Stakeholders pointed to the need for more effective deliberative 
processes  with  defined  timeframes  in  place  for  the  conclusion  of  deliberations  and  the 
implementation of the agreed policies and measures.  This would assist the Department in dealing 
with challenges in a more responsive and timely way.

Shared understanding with wider Government system
The Department has invested substantial time and resources in participating and contributing to a 
wide  range  of  inter-departmental  and  local  committees19.   This  participation  is  highly  resource 
intensive for it.  Colleagues on these committees say the Department knows its brief well, is strong 
in  articulating  the  education  sector’s  position  and  has  good  working  relationships  with  other 
government bodies.  However, some committee members believe that the Department tends to be 
19 Given its wide remit and workload the Department has reduced the number of issues which it  can continue to  
     support through participation on such committees.
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less engaged when an issue is being led by another Department or agency and that the delivery by 
the Department on some aspects of a shared agenda can be too slow.  Some stakeholders believe 
that it needs to be more cognisant of national priorities from a whole-of-government perspective.  In 
fairness, it must be borne in mind that external stakeholders are often seeking the redirection of the 
Department’s resources and there are clearly resource availability and prioritisation issues.

Finally,  some  stakeholders,  particularly  in  higher  education,  highlighted  the  need  for  the 
Department to work more closely with the Department of Jobs, Enterprise and Innovation and its 
agencies given the important linkages between higher education and the enterprise sector. 

Shared understanding within the education sector
While the Department is good at consulting with the management associations and trade unions, 
there is a gap in the expectations of other stakeholders (especially CEOs of VECs and Presidents in 
higher  education  institutions)  in  terms  of  the level  of  consultation  with them.   Examples  cited 
include:

• the lack of ongoing discussion with VECs on their new structure and future role; from the 
Department’s perspective the VECs were formally invited to input and while the majority 
did respond, the submissions they made argued for a maintenance of the status quo;

• the  desire  for  more  intensive  strategic  discussion  between  the  Department  and  the 
Universities and the Institutes of Technology including on the recently published strategy 
on  higher  education.   It  should  be  noted  that  there  were  consultation  sessions  with 
stakeholders.  In addition a meeting was held with Universities and the Institutes and they 
were invited to  make submissions.   A representative  of each of the bodies was also a 
member of the group developing the strategy but these representatives  were prohibited 
from sharing draft documents with key stakeholders in the sector; and 

• the need for deeper dialogue between the Department and the management of the various 
education sectors, for example in relation to negotiating centralised pay and industrial 
relations agreements. 

While it would not be feasible to consult these stakeholders on all issues, the Department should 
explore appropriate ways to address the desire for more direct engagement with it on major issues, 
while  being  cognisant  of  the  statutory role  of  the  HEA as  the  intermediate  tier  for  the  higher 
education sector.  This would strengthen shared understanding and thereby ensure more effective 
implementation of many issues.  However, this recommendation must be seen in the context of the 
much  greater  need  for  more  time-bound  consultation,  and  accelerated  decision  making  and 
implementation.
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Managing delivery:  Customer service and delivery

Summary: The Department provides a wide range of services and supports to its customers 
including  payroll  and  pensions  services  and  social  inclusion  supports.   The 
accessibility of senior management is also valued.  However, there are a number 
of  problems  regarding  access  to  the  Department  and  education-related 
information – e.g. excessive call transfers, poor website content and navigability 
and  absence  of  readily  available  organisation  charts.  Processes  need  to  be 
reviewed in the Planning and Building Unit  to improve service delivery – by 
strengthening project management, enhancing ICT capacity and developing new 
project delivery models.

Introduction

The Department provides a wide range of services and supports to its customers.  These include the 
allocation of teacher posts, curricular support, payment of salaries, pensions and grants, building 
and equipping schools, inspection and psychological services, and school transport.   The end-users 
of the Department’s services are the students but in practice there are a myriad of other customers 
and stakeholders including teachers, parents, management associations, boards of management and 
trade  unions.   The  Department  has  in  place  a  Customer  Service  Action  Plan  2009-2011 and 
associated  Customer  Charter  in  which it  commits  to  providing a  high-quality  service  to  all  its 
customers.  In relation to internal service provision see also  Managing Resources  regarding HR,  
Finance and ICT units.

Examples of high quality customer service

External stakeholders spoke highly of frontline staff in the Department describing them as  “top-
class”, “hard-working”, “professional” and “helpful”.  Examples of high quality customer service 
include:

• The service given in connection with payroll  and pensions, including the online claims 
system (OLCS) for the management of certain teacher payroll functions;

• The significant  improvements  in  services  to  pupils  with  special  needs  and those  from 
disadvantaged areas receiving support through the DEIS programme for schools; and

• The changes made in grant support and the summer works scheme for the upgrade and 
maintenance of school buildings. 

Challenges

While recognising that there have been significant customer service improvements in recent years, a 
number of service delivery areas require further development as follows:
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Planning and building services
The Planning and Building Unit carries out a wide range of activities from analysis of the impact of 
demographic trends to the identification and purchase of sites through to the building of schools. 
The  unit  is  also involved in  a  number  of  devolved schemes20 such  as  emergency and summer 
remedial works.  Over the course of the review, a number of significant issues arose and these are 
dealt with in Box 3.1, Customer service delivery: Planning and Building Service. 

Accessing the Department and information about its services
While  stakeholders  (including  management  associations,  trade  unions,  parents’  councils)  regard 
senior management as being very accessible, they and other stakeholders nonetheless identified a 
number of problems regarding access to the Department and education-related information.  

The  Department  needs  to  develop  a  more  customer-centric  approach in  the  provision  of  some 
services to its customers.  For example, a VEC school must contact one unit to obtain sanction to 
run a course, another unit for approval of teaching posts for that  course, a further unit for ICT 
supports, and yet another on buildings-related issues.   

There are problems too with telephone access.   Some stakeholders say that at times when they 
telephone the Department it can be difficult to get a response from the switch-board.  There are also 
excessive call  transfers both within the Department and between it and its agencies, with many 
customers reporting unnecessary re-routing from person to person.  A further issue is that some 
units do not take calls during specific periods on selected days or, in some instances, do not activate 
voicemail services during these periods.  

There are serious shortcomings with the Department’s website, with stakeholders stating they have 
difficulties in accessing information and searching its contents.  For example, they have difficulty in 
retrieving relevant circulars and would like to see improvements in how these are published on the 
website.   Many users go to  other  websites  (e.g.  trade unions  and management  associations)  to 
access documents produced by the Department.  A related issue is the need to further develop the 
ESINET  portal  for  electronic  communication  with  schools,  with  an  emphasis  on  streamlining 
interaction with schools and in the delivery of online services directly to school staff  (see also 
Managing resources:  ICT ).

Stakeholders (school principals, management associations, trade unions, VECs) also pointed to a 
number of other customer services issues including complex or ambiguous circulars.  More frequent 
use of FAQs on particularly technical matters would be helpful, and prior consultation with some 
practitioners on the ground could ameliorate difficulties.  

Stakeholders referred to the absence of a detailed organisation chart on the website setting out who 
in the Department deals with what functions.  They also referred to the lack of a readily accessible 
guidance booklet on the functions of the Department and each of its agencies.  

Both  staff  and  customers  believe  that  if  these  shortcomings  were  addressed,  there  would  be  a 
significant and speedy improvement in customer service.  Some believe that the service could be 
further improved by establishing an information unit or by nominating liaison contacts for the major 
areas of activity. 

20 The Department funds minor construction projects however, it has devolved responsibility to schools for the 
     organisation and management of these.  
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Scope for improving services
Stakeholders commented on the scope for improvement in services in a number of other areas.  For 
example:

• There  were  mixed  views  on  the  timeliness  of  responses  by  the  Department   to 
correspondence;  

• While schools are very appreciative of grants from the Department, it would reduce the 
administrative burden on Principals if a block grant could be given in August of any school 
year;

• There  is  a  need  for  accelerated  roll-out  of  broadband  infrastructure  across  the  school 
system.   Better  provision  also needs  to  be  put  in  place  for  ICT technical  support  and 
maintenance in schools;  

• While the psychological service is highly regarded, a number of stakeholders stated that 
the limited access to the service and the resulting need to prioritise students for assessment 
and intervention can cause delays in getting assessments done at post-primary level; and 

• The need for ongoing ‘continual professional development’21 to ensure quality teaching is 
maintained. 

However,  there  are  clearly  resource  implications  arising  from  the  aforementioned  service 
improvements  and  the  Department  may  be  unable  to  address  in  light  of  prevailing  resource 
constraints without impacting on other service areas.

Serving the political system 
Ministers and Ministers of State with responsibility at the Department commented very favourably 
on the high quality  service  provided as  well  as  on the  dedication  and work ethic  of  staff  and 
management.  Other Oireachtas members however expressed the view that the service they receive 
could be improved in terms of the quality of Parliamentary Question (PQs) responses and replies to 
Adjournment matters.  They also referred to the late receipt of documentation (e.g. amendments to 
Student Support Bill received the day before it was due to be discussed in the House).

While the Department allocates considerable resources to serving the political system22 and dealing 
with the significant volume of PQs, representations and Dáil Debates relating to education, it needs 
to improve the quality of the service it provides.

Monitoring customer service 
While some units have carried out customer service surveys in the past, such surveys tend not to be 
carried out on a regular basis.  Instead units rely on informal feedback received through interactions 
with stakeholders on a day to day basis.

In addition,  while  the Department  has a Quality Customer Service Group, it  has not met  for a 
couple  of  years.   The  group  should  be  reactivated  to  address  as  a  priority  some  evident  and 
longstanding weaknesses in customer service delivery.

21 A public consultation is currently taking place on mandatory Continual Professional Development for teachers as  
    a requirement for re-registration with the Teaching Council.
22 In 2010, the Department responded to 3,370 PQs and 7,588 written representations.
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Customer service and delivery:  Planning and building service                            Box 3.1

Functions
The Planning and Building Unit23 (PBU) plans for educational accommodation provision,24 sets 
out the technical specifications for educational buildings, ensures that standards are maintained, 
prioritises the allocation of resources and oversees the delivery of the capital programme.  Most 
major school building projects are managed and delivered with the assistance of external design 
teams working in accordance with the Department’s technical guidelines.  Most small school 
projects,  such  as  emergency  and  summer  works,  are  devolved  to  school  level  or  to  the 
Vocational Educational Committees (VECs) as appropriate. 

Resources and the capital programme 
The PBU has 128.8 (WTE) staff including 29.06 (WTE) professional and technical staff.  Its 
capital budgets for 2008, 2009 and 2010 were €827.6m, €668.8m and €785m respectively to 
support building projects and schemes such as remedial summer works projects.  There was a 
carry-over  of  €79m in  the  capital  budget  in  2009  to  2010  and  in  2010 some funding  was 
transferred from the schools capital budget to the higher education capital budget.  The focus of 
the PBU’s work in 2007 and 2008 was on the delivery of urgently required school projects in 
rapidly developing areas.  However, there was an insufficient number of projects in the pipeline 
in 2009 when additional resources became available due to factors such as falling construction 
costs and delays within the construction industry.   There was significant media and political 
criticism of this because there is extensive demand to build and  refurbish schools.

There were over 1,100 building applications on hand at beginning of 2010.  PBU receives many 
requests for funding of major projects each year, all of which are posted to the Department’s 
website under various bands in order of priority.  The number of major projects completed each 
year varies but on average over the past 10 years it was 70, including PPP projects.  However, 
the average declined to 27 in 2009 and 2010.

Key challenge
The key challenge facing the PBU is the completion of as many school projects as possible in the 
coming years in line with projected needs and available resources.  In order to do so, a number of 
internal capacity issues need to be addressed to improve the Division’s effectiveness and its 
ability to deliver the required output.  These are set out below.

1.  Planning and project management issues
The PBU uses the 7 step project outline, design and delivery system which is required under 
Department of Finance requirements for Government contracts.  A project needs approval to 
advance through each stage.  Furthermore, some projects can progress at different speeds than 
others due to a number of factors including the priority of the projects, planning, design and 
construction delays and the availability of resources.  Stakeholders were highly critical of the 
project management system in place, saying that it can take up to 10 years to build a new school 
and several years for a relatively minor extension. 

The  key  issue  is  to  ensure  that  the  time  spent  at  each  of  the  key  stages  is  minimised. 
Furthermore, the PBU needs to put in place a project management system that enables a pipeline 
of projects to be progressed at a satisfactory rate so that the accommodation needs of learners 
can be met more expeditiously in line with the capital budget.   In addition, there is a need to 
deepen co-operation with local authorities in site identification and local planning.  Measures to 

23 PBU comprises (i) Forward Planning; (ii) Property Management and Site Acquisitions; (iii) Capital  Appraisal and Architectural Planning; (iv) 
Construction and Developing Areas; (v) Public/ Private Partnership  and prefab rentals; (vi)Third-level building and (vii) Technical and Professional.
24 Based on population growth, demographic trends, projected enrolments, planned housing developments and capacity of existing schools to meet 
demand for pupil places. It forecasts needs using a Geographical  Information System which collates relevant statistical and population data-sets
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speed up planning permission for schools may need to be considered.

While the PBU operates a robust and fair system for deciding on project priorities, and project 
applications  for  school  building  and  refurbishment  projects  are  placed  on  its  website, 
stakeholders believe that the decision-making process lacks the necessary transparency.  The 
Department assigns the applications to priority bands in accordance with pre-defined criteria. 
However,  it  is  not  clear  when  projects  will  be  approved  and,  if  approved,  the  indicative 
timeframe for  their  delivery.   Furthermore,  the practice in  the past  of  public  representatives 
announcing decisions on projects,  which had been approved before the Department formally 
communicated such decisions to the schools, created negative perceptions about the prioritisation 
of projects.

However, a number of significant changes have been made recently to improve the transparency 
of the decision-making process.  These changes include: (i)  commitments to put in place an 
annual and multi-annual work programme for major capital projects and to publish more regular 
updates on progress on these on its  website,  including all  decisions on funding, whether for 
major projects or for smaller devolved projects; and (ii) discontinuance of the practice of public 
representatives communicating decisions on projects.

2.  ICT capacity
The Department has made significant improvements in forward planning in terms of identifying 
school needs using its Geographical Information System.  However, the absence of a centralised 
school  accommodation  database  (on  the  extent,  condition  and  utilisation  of  existing 
accommodation)  makes  it  difficult  to  determine  school  building  needs  and  slows  down the 
planning process.  Further ICT weaknesses include: (i) a lack of an integrated project tracking 
system that is accessible to senior staff in each of the seven business units in the PBU; and (ii) 
there is poor integration between the databases holding financial information used in PBU and 
information in relation to progressing school capital projects.

The PBU needs to prioritise these ICT capacity issues.  Some such issues go further in that, for 
example, knowledge of the condition of all school buildings may require additional staff.

3.  Delivery systems
Given the extensive requirements for school buildings,  facilities and equipment,  stakeholders 
have identified a need for the Department to use alternative modes of delivery – for example, the 
PBU successfully put in place ‘the rapid delivery programme’ to fast-track projects in areas of 
rapid population growth in the past. PBU is piloting a number of school building projects using 
the  VECs  (e.g.  Monaghan  VEC)  and  local  authorities  (e.g.  Louth  County  Council).   These 
projects have been completed on time and within budget, pointing to the potential for further 
innovation in fast-tracking projects on a group basis and for further devolution of school capital 
projects to a local level.

Conclusion
With growing birth rates and the change in the demographic profile, the PBU needs to improve 
its  processes: by strengthening project management,  enhancing ICT capacity and developing 
new  project  delivery  models.   The  assistance  of  external  expertise  in  business  process 
reengineering may be of assistance to the Department in this regard.
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Managing delivery:  Continuous improvement and innovation

Summary:   The  Department  has  capacity  to  manage  structural  change  as  evidenced  for 
example in its management of decentralisation, establishment of agencies and devolution of 
certain functions.  It continues to implement change in the area of service provision.  While it 
has overseen significant policy changes in recent years, delivery of such change is too slow. 
Management of ICT change is a significant weakness.  ICT and data management systems to 
support policy development and evaluation are considerably underdeveloped.  These issues 
will  need  to  be  addressed  to  ensure  the  Department  is  well  positioned  to  manage  the 
challenging education agenda over the years ahead.

Managing policy change
As previously  outlined,  the  Department  oversaw a  programme  of  major  policy  and  legislative 
change from the mid-1990s onwards.  In conjunction with its agencies, it continues to make policy 
changes including, for example, the Project Maths initiative which is well regarded and work on the 
reform of the Junior Certificate.  However, as outlined under Strategy:  Setting strategic direction,  
many stakeholders are of the view that policy change takes a very long time and a number of 
examples  were  cited  of  where  the  Department  is  slow  to  tackle  certain  policy  deficits.  It  is 
recognised that the Department must take into account the potential impact of change on learners in 
the education and training sector and the need to minimise the risk of adversely affecting outcomes 
during a transition  period.   Nonetheless,  stakeholders  believe  that  there  is  a  culture  of  moving 
carefully but very slowly and they consider that the Department is too risk averse and conservative. 

Managing organisational change
The  Department  has  overseen  some  significant  organisational  changes  in  recent  years.   For 
example, it has implemented a number of phases of decentralisation and the general consensus was 
that while there are some negative impacts on the organisation, the logistics of the various phases 
were managed well.  However, a number of staff pointed to communications weaknesses during the 
preparations for the proposed move to Mullingar and in particular the need to keep staff informed of 
developments on an ongoing basis on whether the move would proceed or not.  It is fair to say that 
in  the  last  few  years  there  has  been  considerable  uncertainty  over  if  and  when  the  overall 
programme of decentralisation and the Mullingar decentralisation were going to proceed and this 
was outside the control of the Department Education and Skills.

The Department has also restructured itself over the last decade in terms of the establishment of a 
number of agencies including the State Examinations Commission and the National Council for 
Special  Education  and  the  devolution  of  discrete  functions  to  them.   The  Department  also 
transferred functions relating to the Institutes of Technology to the HEA.  This enabled the build-up 
of expertise in the agencies and based on stakeholder comments, the agencies by and large provide 
a high quality service.  However, the move to create the agencies and the strategic planning unit 
was part of a wider initiative intended to free up time and space in the Department to focus on the 
longer-term following on from the Cromien report  published in 2000.  As outlined earlier  (see 
Strategy:  Setting  strategic  direction)  excessive  engagement  with  short-term at  the  expense  of 
longer-term strategy remains a challenge.
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The Department is currently managing organisational change in the wider education sector.  For 
example,  it  is  developing  legislation  to  enable  the  amalgamation  of  the  three  qualifications 
agencies25 into one new agency – the Qualifications and Quality Assurance Agency which will also 
take on responsibility for the quality assurance review of universities, a role currently carried out by 
the Irish Universities Quality Board and the Higher Education Authority.  The new amalgamated 
agency will bring together people with experience and expertise in delivering related qualifications 
and quality assurance services to learners, providers and other stakeholders in different sectors of 
the education system.  The streamlining and alignment of those services, as well as the integration 
of corporate supports, will enable more cost-effective and efficient delivery.

In  addition,  the  Department  is  currently  developing  legislation  to  enable  the  restructuring  and 
reduction in the number of VECs.  This will promote a more coherent delivery of programmes at 
local  level,  broaden the expertise pool between existing VECs, achieve efficiencies in terms of 
resources and ensure that the new structures will be fit for purpose into the future.  

Process and service improvements
The  Department  has  made  and  is  making  a  range  of  improvements  in  service  provision.  For 
example, the Teacher Education Unit has seconded a number of teachers as ‘in-service providers’ 
linked to Education Centres to improve leadership and to provide a range of other supports.  The 
Department has established a Teacher Welfare Service by putting in place an Employee Assistance 
Service and Occupational Health Service on an outsourced basis for teachers at primary and second 
level.

Other examples of improvements include reforms in medical education, systems for dealing with 
teacher underperformance and structured follow-up of schools with difficulties.  The Department 
has successfully rolled out a major online claims system which is used by the majority of first and 
second  level  schools.   In  addition,  it  is  currently  putting  in  place  a  single  scheme  of  higher 
education grants under the auspices of a single authority to replace the current system involving all 
the VECs and local authorities.  The new arrangements are intended to ensure that the payments of 
grants to third level students are made as efficiently as possible throughout the country.

The Department reviews work practices and processes with a view to implementing improvements 
and, by and large, the views and ideas of staff are listened to by line managers.  For example, the 
Department: 

• Has made significant  improvements  in forward planning in terms of identifying school 
needs using its Geographical Information System;

• Has made some application forms more customer friendly and available electronically; 

• Has built an automated module into the teachers’ payroll system to deal with maternity 
benefit and is piloting the handling of illness benefit online; and

• Is moving towards having primary, second level and further education located on the same 
campus, sharing facilities.

Nonetheless,  there  is  scope  for  further  improvements  in  service  provision  as  outlined  in  the 
Customer service and delivery section.

25 Higher Education and Training Awards Council, Further Education & Training Awards Council and the National 
    Qualifications Authority of Ireland
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Conclusion
Overall  the  Department  has  evident  capacity  to  manage  structural  change.  It  has  made  and 
continues to make improvements in service provision but has more to do in this regard. However, 
while it has demonstrated capacity to deliver policy change, such change is too slow (see Strategy: 
Setting strategic direction).  ICT and data management systems to support policy change effectively 
are considerably underdeveloped and many staff and external stakeholders regard ICT and data 
management as significant weaknesses (see Managing resources: ICT).  These issues will need to 
be addressed to ensure that the Department is well positioned to manage the challenging education 
agenda over the years ahead.

Managing resources: Finance

Summary:  The  Department  has  responsibility  for  a  significant  budget  and  the  finance 
function is well-managed, competent and efficient.  The Department has good capacity to 
meet future financial management challenges.

Introduction

The Department manages a significant budget with the allocation for 2011 being some €8.9 billion 
including  a  capital  budget  of  €491 million.   The  budget  supports  inter  alia pay  and pensions 
(teachers, non-teaching staff and academics), school and higher education student grants, further 
and adult  education activities,  labour force development,  school transport  and the Department’s 
administrative budget.  

Finance Unit and Vote 
Internal stakeholders regard the Finance Unit as competent and efficient.  Although decentralisation 
had an impact in terms of staff turnover, staff say it was managed well by the unit in terms of 
handover and a number of good procedural work manuals exist.  Control procedures are good, and 
the Department keeps within budget with deviations from profile identified early and actions taken. 
Monthly  expenditure  is  reported  to  the  MAC  and  Department  of  Finance  and  bi-monthly  to 
Government.  Financial and budgetary matters feature regularly on the MAC agenda.

External stakeholders in relevant Departments and Offices also spoke positively about the capacity 
and  efficiency  of  the  unit.   They  have  confidence  in  the  financial  management  ability  of  the 
Department and the management of its Vote, with expenditure proposals being analysed, costed and 
appropriate.  The VFM reviews carried out by the Department are regarded as useful and to a high 
standard.

EU funding
The Department certifies expenditure and interacts with the various audit authorities (departmental, 
national and EU) with a view to ensuring that claims comply with the appropriate regulations.  The 
total  amount  of European Structural  Funds to be claimed by the Department  under the Human 
Capital Investment Programme (2007-2013) is €130m.  To end 2010, the Department has received 
€115m to support the delivery of education services.
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EU funding is  provided  under  life-long learning  to  Léargas  to  support  various  programmes  in 
education,  training  and  youth  and  community  work,  and  to  the  HEA to  support  the  Erasmus 
programme.   The Department  is  the national  authority with responsibility for ensuring that  EU 
monies are spent as intended and the objectives of programmes are met.  In addition to monitoring 
by the Department, audits of these funds are carried out at EU level.

Risk management
The Department  maintains  a  risk  register,  reports  go  to  MAC and to  date  the  management  of 
organisational risks has been satisfactory.  External stakeholders say, for example, that the potential 
risks arising from decentralisation were well managed.

Challenges

Overall,  the  Department  performs  very  strongly  in  the  area  of  financial  management  but 
stakeholders identified some areas where performance could be enhanced: 

• Management of capital expenditure in Planning and Building Unit (PBU) projects needs to 
be  strengthened  to  ensure  more  effective  delivery  of  projects  (see  Managing delivery: 
Customer service and delivery, Box 3.1, on planning and building services);  

• Agency expenditure needs to be more closely aligned to outputs (see Managing delivery:  
Governance); and

• The financial management system (FMS) needs to be developed so that the Department 
can have an integrated view of the various payments and grants (e.g. salaries, capitation, 
equipment, buildings) provided to individual schools (see Managing delivery:  ICT).  

Managing resources:  HR

Summary: The HR Unit is generally well-regarded and has managed considerable challenges 
in recent years.  Nonetheless there are a number of HR areas which need attention including 
staff deployment, performance management and morale.  There are also specific HR issues 
arising from decentralisation

Introduction

There are 1,366 staff (administrative and technical/professional) in the Department located in three 
main offices26 in Tullamore, Athlone and Dublin as well as a number of smaller offices27 around the 
country.  

26 There are 212 staff in Tullamore,  464 staff in Athlone, 390 staff in Dublin and some 300 staff in small offices 
throughout the country.  
27 Where some of the Inspectorate, psychological staff and administrative staff are based.  
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The HR Unit has faced substantial challenges in managing decentralisation, integrating new staff, 
and reducing overall staff numbers in accordance with the Employment Control Framework and 
implementing its Action Plan under the ‘Croke Park Agreement’. 

While the unit is generally well regarded, there are a number of areas where HR practices and 
policies could be improved, and these are set out below.  

Challenges

Deployment of staff, including decentralisation 
The allocation of staff across the Department is regarded by staff as being uneven.  This issue 
received a very low rating in the staff survey and many interviewees cited it as a major weakness. 
Staff pointed to the need for an urgent and impartial reappraisal of the staffing complement and 
workloads by business units to be undertaken with a view to ensuring better deployment relative to 
priorities and individual skills.  In this context the Department also needs to address ‘grade drift’ as 
there  are  instances  of  this  throughout  the  organisation.   Given  the  challenging  agenda  ahead, 
including  the likely reduction  in staff  numbers  under  the Employment  Control  Framework,  the 
Department needs to better deploy resources relative to workloads, delegate more and maximise use 
of skills available to it. 

Decentralisation  has  also  had  a  significant  impact  on  the  HR  situation  in  the  Department. 
Management and staff believe that the introduction of new staff has brought about “fresh thinking” 
and enhanced the skills base.   However, they also identified a number of negative HR impacts 
including:

• The considerable  loss of corporate  memory and experience  throughout  the Department 
which has impacted on customer service.  However, they believe that staff have worked 
hard at tackling this issue and the requisite skills and experience are now being recovered;

• The limitations that decentralisation imposes on mobility throughout the organisation, i.e. 
the location in which staff are based determines the range of areas in which they may work 
in and this has implications for the development of their expertise; and

• Additional overheads in corporate service functions (e.g. training, HR, ICT) and increased 
travel and subsistence costs.

The Department should explore the opportunities for lateral mobility especially in the context of the 
greater flexibility for redeployment across the civil and public service available under the ‘Croke 
Park Agreement’.   It  should also ensure that  there is maximum synergy between its three main 
offices in terms of internal co-ordination and management of workloads. 

Management of staff performance
It was widely acknowledged internally that the Performance and Management Development System 
(PMDS) works well in some areas only.  A particular shortcoming in the view of staff is that ratings 
are inconsistent and there is a need to have a quality assurance or audit system to ensure greater 
fairness.  While the Training Unit is well regarded for supporting participation in formal training 
and education,  staff  identified the need for managers  to take more responsibility for on-the-job 
coaching and mentoring.  
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On the management of underperformance, staff at every level, including top management, believe 
that  there  is  scope  for  considerable  improvement.   While  tackling  under-performance  is  time-
consuming  and  complex,  early  intervention  –  in  the  form  of  mentoring,  targeted  training  or 
workload reallocation to match the skills of underperforming staff – would assist.  

Staff morale
Information gathered from the staff survey, workshops and meetings is that morale is generally low 
amongst staff at junior to middle level grades.  Reasons given include the difficult economic climate 
(pay cuts and poor promotional prospects), growing workloads, the underutilisation of skills, and 
some  negative  effects  of  decentralisation.   At  the  same  time,  staff  were  of  the  view that  the 
Department is a relatively good place to work, pointing in particular to the value of their work in 
improving the education system, the support of their colleagues, the family-friendly polices in place 
and the quality of accommodation.  

Managing resources:  ICT

Summary:  There is a need to strengthen leadership of senior management in relation to ICT. 
The ICT Unit provides good basic support but there are some major skills gaps.   While 
governance  is  improving,  there  are  significant  issues  to  be  addressed  in  terms  of  the 
development of applications and the integration of related systems to meet evolving business 
needs and user requirements.

ICT Unit capacity
The Unit has 52.16 WTE staff between the Department’s three main locations serving a total of 
1,366 staff (1,281.05 whole-time equivalents).  

The  unit  provides  good  support  for  basic  functions  and  the  helpdesk  is  well  regarded.   The 
Department has a large suite of applications including teachers’ payroll, an online claims system for 
recording teacher and Special Needs Assistant (SNA) absences and processing substitute teacher 
claims, a database for post-primary pupils, and an inventory of school accommodation.

However,  overall  developmental  capacity  is  weak.  There are  significant  skills  gaps to support 
business needs – for example, there is an absence of database administrators, there are few ICT 
graduates and the unit relies excessively on external providers. 

ICT governance and strategy
While stakeholders believe that the governance of ICT has been inadequate in the past, they spoke 
positively about the ICT advisory committee28 formally established in October 2010 and comprising 
five Assistant Secretaries, the Chief Inspector, and an external expert.  The committee examines the 
business  case  for  each  ICT  proposal  and  decides  on  priorities  especially  by  reference  to  the 
Department’s ICT strategy covering the period 2011 to 2013.  

28 While  committee  was  formally  established  in  October  2010,  it  had  been  meeting  informally  from December  
     2009.
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Infrastructure and applications development 
The introduction of the Geographical Information System (GIS) has greatly improved the ability of 
the Planning and Building Unit to plan for school building needs.  The teachers’ payroll system 
works very well.   The  online claims  system (OLCS) to  record teacher  and SNA absences and 
teacher qualifications was widely praised by stakeholders, as was the Esinet Portal enabling schools 
to  make  certain  returns  electronically.   Generally  the  infrastructure  (networks)  underlying  the 
provision of key services such as email, web access and office tools is good.  However, while many 
of the older systems are well run and provide good platforms for further development, insufficient 
priority has been given to the enhancement of these systems to meet evolving business needs and 
user requirements.  

Centralisation and integration
Staff and some external stakeholders (including schools) have pointed to a number of shortcomings 
with regard to the centralisation and integration of systems as follows:

• The Department struggles to get managers in individual business units to lead and take 
corporate responsibility for ICT projects covering work in two or more business areas and 
to get units to take responsibility for the integrity of the data inputs. 

• The Department’s teaching and non-teaching staff payroll system processes approximately 
93,000 salary and pension payments every fortnight but it does not do so for the 11,000 or 
so  staff  employed  by  the  VECs;  and  the  VECs themselves  operate  individual  payroll 
systems. The potential exists now in the context of the restructuring of the VECs to achieve 
efficiencies through centralised shared services arrangements.

• There is weak integration between some related systems – for example,  the system for 
allocating  teachers  and  Special  Needs  Assistants  (SNAs)  should  be  integrated  with 
teachers’ and SNAs’ payroll systems.  This would facilitate the Department in devolving 
online inputting of teacher and SNA appointments data to schools or to the management 
authorities  of schools.   The integration  of the allocation  system with the VEC payroll 
systems could also be considered.   There is weak integration as well  between datasets 
where the same data in some instances is collected a number of times by different units 
(see Evaluation:  Performance measurement).

• In the case of the National Educational Psychological Service (NEPS), there is excessive 
reliance on largely paper-based systems.   There is also a lack of an integrated data/IT 
system (including student data sources) within NEPS as well as between it and other areas 
of the Department  and relevant  education support  agencies  with whom it  has business 
connections  (e.g.  NCSE  and  NEWB).   This  results  in  additional  data  inputting  and 
repetition  both internally  and for  the relevant  agencies.    However,  the  Department  is 
curtailed under the Data Protection Acts in sharing personal data; it needs to have detailed 
discussions  with  the  Data  Protection  Commissioner’s  Office  in  this  regard  and on the 
development of any new systems.

Issues with some of the main systems
The Department has poor internal developmental  capacity and this limits  its appreciation of the 
efficiencies that ICT could bring to both the Department and the wider education system.  Examples 
include the following:  
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• The website is widely criticised for poor design and navigability (see Managing delivery:  
Customer service and delivery).

• The  need  to  redevelop  the  Department’s  website  and  the  further  development  of  the 
ESINET portal for electronic transfer of data and information between the Department and 
schools (see Managing delivery:  Customer service and delivery).

• The  FMS  is  regarded  generally  as  under-utilised  and  disjointed,  with  some  staff 
maintaining parallel spreadsheets.  Internal stakeholders pointed to the following causes: 
(i) as the FMS is a ‘one size fits all’ system, the functionality is not tailored to the needs of 
specific units; (ii) there is inadequate staff training on what is a fairly complex system; and 
(iii) there was a failure to develop the second stage of the FMS relating to project tracking. 
In addition, the Department is reliant on external providers to carry out modifications to 
the system.

A further area of particular note relates to the payment of pensions.

The Payroll Unit currently pays some 22,000 payees on the retired teachers’ payroll including some 
spouses and children.  The Pensions Unit29, which has 46 staff (41.35 WTEs), calculates the pension 
and lump sum entitlements for teachers.  Calculation of teachers’ pensions is very complex because 
of the number and diversity of schemes.  In addition, there have been changes to the schemes, some 
of  which have been applied retrospectively.   Teachers’  service histories  are  also complex  (e.g. 
whether permanent, temporary or part-time and whether they are in receipt of allowances).  There 
are good electronic records on the service history of primary school teachers.  However, much of 
the service history of post-primary teachers pre-1999 is held on paper ledgers, microfiche and some 
information is available electronically.  It can take up to a week to trace the service history for a 
teacher who is about to retire.  The current system is unable to automatically calculate entitlements, 
which instead must be done manually by staff, checked by others and then entered on the system 
and checked again by another. 

A pensions system capable of calculating entitlements, and incorporating a dedicated service history 
database for people who are currently serving, is required.  A substantial upfront investment would 
be needed in terms of staff time to extract service histories from the various sources and to populate 
the pensions database in the first instance.   An interactive website providing electronic pension 
applications forms and personalised information would enhance the service further. 

While staff and pensioners appreciate the high quality service provided by the Pensions Unit and 
Retired Teachers Payroll Unit, this comes at a cost.  The evidence gathered in this review indicates 
that the service could be delivered far more effectively (including freeing up staff to address other 
priorities) and at a  significantly lower cost, while providing an even better customer service, if 
the necessary upfront investment was made by management.

29 In  addition  to  payment  of  primary  and  post-primary  pensions  (including  due  to  ill-health,  retirement, 
purchase/transfer of service, cost neutral etc), the Unit has a regulatory and advisory role in respect of VECs, IoTs, 
Universities and Education bodies.
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Managing delivery:  Governance

Summary:   Internal  governance  is  strong  with  particularly  good  attention  paid  to  the 
auditing  function.   External  governance  in  relation  to  agencies,  schools,  Vocational 
Educational Committees (VECs), Universities and Institutes of Technology (IoTs) is mixed. 
The main issues arising relate to the need for bilateral discussions on strategic plans and 
policies, performance contracts aligning funding to key outputs/outcomes, and governing 
authorities with access to appropriate expertise.

Internal governance 

The  Department  has  strong  internal  governance  with  a  number  of  structures  in  place.   These 
comprise the Management Advisory Committee (MAC), consultative fora at senior management, 
Assistant  Principal  and Higher Executive/Administrative  levels  (see  Strategy:  Creating shared 
understanding),  an  internal  audit  unit,  an  externally  chaired  audit  committee  and  a  European 
Structural Funds (ESF) Audit Authority. 

Management fora
The most  senior  management  forum is  the  MAC.   It  is  chaired  by the  Secretary General  and 
comprises eight Assistant Secretaries, a Director and the Chief Inspector.  The MAC meets weekly 
and members  believe  that  discussions  are  conducted in  a  collegiate  and open way.   Individual 
Principals present regularly to the MAC on their work areas.  The MAC meets the Minister and 
Ministers of State at regular intervals (see also Strategy: Giving leadership).

Audit structures
The Department has an Audit Committee comprising five senior level members – two internal and 
three external including the chair.  The work of the Internal Audit Unit (IAU) is overseen by the 
Audit Committee.  Both the IAU and the Audit Committee have their own charters and annual work 
plans. 

The Head of the IAU is a qualified accountant supported by a work-sharing Assistant Principal, two 
Higher Executives and two Executives.  The Head is also responsible for the ESF Audit Authority – 
an independent unit which carries out control checks on ESF expenditure throughout Ireland.  The 
Department assumed this function30 with effect from 1st May 2010.  

In addition to the internal and ESF-related audits, the Department undertakes audits of expenditure 
in  some schools  and Education  Centres.   Recent  audits  include  expenditure  relating  to  teacher 
education, higher education equity of access, ICT, primary school capitation grants and the Sligo 
Education Centre.  Based on the evidence presented, the internal audit function works well and is 
accorded considerable priority by the Department.

Overall, audit controls in the Department appear to be good; selection is risk-based, timelines are 
assigned  to  recommendations,  a  good  follow-up  tracking  system  is  in  place,  spot  checks  are 
undertaken, and quarterly reports are sent both to the Audit Committee and to the MAC.  The Head 
of the Unit reports to the Secretary General. 

30 The Department assumed this function with effect from 1st May 2010 along with functions in relation to skills and 
training policy from the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Innovation (D/ETI).  All relevant staff from  (D/ETI) were 
transferred to the Department of Education and Skills as well. 
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External governance

The  Department’s  functions  include  governance  responsibilities  associated  with  funding  some 
4,000 schools, 33 Vocational Education Committees31, 7 Universities, 14 Institutes of Technology 
(IoTs), and a number of other educational institutions as well as 16 statutory agencies and a number 
of  other  bodies  under  its  remit  -  see  Box 3.2  at  end of  this  chapter.   Some of  the  third  level 
educational  institutions  are  funded  directly  by  the  Department  and  others  through  the  Higher 
Education Authority (HEA).

The Department has in place a number of different governance arrangements.  Details are set out in 
Box 3.3 but, in broad terms, they are as follows:

• Agencies:  They are obliged to follow the Code of Practice for State Bodies. They submit 
strategic plans and annual reports to the Department and their accounts are audited.  Each 
agency  has  a  governance  council  or  board  which  includes  a  representative  of  the 
Department.  

• Primary and post-primary schools:  All primary schools and certain types of post-primary 
schools are privately owned and controlled but are almost entirely funded by the State; and 
are managed by local boards of management set up by their patrons or trustees.  School 
staff  are  employed  by  the  individual  boards.   The  Education  Act,  1998  sets  out 
accountability procedures and the functions of boards, which the Department supports in a 
number of ways, such as through the provision of guidance and advice.

• VECs:  These statutory bodies are obliged to follow the Code of Practice for State Bodies. 
They submit strategic plans and annual reports to the Department and their accounts are 
audited.  Each VEC has a governing authority.  The Department consults with the VECs 
through their representative body, the Irish Vocational Education Association (IVEA), but 
deals with individual VECs on some matters as the need arises.  

• Universities  and  IoTs:  The  HEA  is  the  statutory  oversight  body  responsible  for  the 
allocation of Exchequer funding to these bodies and is accountable to the Minister.  The 
Universities  and  IoTs  are  statutory  autonomous  bodies  and  have  their  own  Codes  of 
Practice with which they must comply.  They have governing boards or councils, internal 
audit units and audit committees, and their accounts are subject to audit by the Comptroller 
and Auditor General (C&AG).  They submit 3-5 year strategic plans to the HEA and to the 
Department.

In the course of this review, stakeholders pointed to a number of oversight issues requiring address 
as follows:

Governance of agencies
Both the Department and its agencies emphasised the need for improved governance arrangements. 
Managers in the Department pointed to the absence of targets  aligned to budgets by which the 
performance of agencies could be held to stronger account.   In that  regard, they pointed to the 
merits of having in place a common governance template that individual Departments could then 
adjust to specific  circumstances.   Managers in the agencies  indicated that they would welcome 
some form of service level agreement (SLA) or memorandum of understanding (MOU) to underpin 
31 The only legally constituted local  administration of post-primary education is  for  those vocational  schools and  
     colleges administered by the VECs under the Vocational Education Act, 1930.

50



ORP Report on the Department of Education and Skills

their  relationships  with the Department,  especially  in  terms  of  role  clarity  and service delivery 
expectations.

Both  the  Department  and  the  agencies  believe  that  the  Department  could  be  much  better  at 
involving  and communicating with agencies on its own strategic plans and on giving feedback to 
them on their plans and performance.  While the larger agencies have regular engagement, many 
other  smaller  bodies  emphasised  the need for  formal  annual  meetings  with senior  management 
(including the relevant  MAC member)  to discuss strategic  issues.  Some of them perceive that 
dialogue is largely confined at present to situations “where something has gone wrong” and they are 
called upon to address it.

Governance of schools
Many  stakeholders  (including  school  principals,  management  associations  and  boards  of 
management) expressed the view that the responsibilities of the voluntary boards of management 
are onerous and will  get more so over the years  ahead.   They consider that  boards will  find it 
increasingly difficult to exercise their functions effectively as they sometimes lack the necessary 
expertise in complex areas like employment  law, finance and school planning32.   This expertise 
issue was identified as a particular challenge for the Department to address.

Governance of Vocational Educational Committees (VECs)
In the course of this review, a number of the larger VECs identified the need for the further and 
adult education funding model to be reformed so that it would be aligned more closely with target 
outputs  (deliverables)  in  addition  to  student  numbers.   Overall  course  provision  in  the  further 
education sector needs to be attuned better with targets and objectives which the Department should 
set  in consultation  with the VECs to  secure an appropriate  balance  between local  demand and 
national needs.  It is understood that the Department is engaging with the VECs to try to address 
these issues, and in particular it intends to put in place a systemic feedback mechanism covering the 
skills gaps identified nationally, the targets set for further education providers and the measurement 
of progress on achieving those targets.  

Governance of Universities and Institutes of Technology
Both the Universities and IoTs representatives raised some governance-related issues which have 
been largely reflected in recommendations in the recently published strategy for higher education. 
Principal amongst the issues raised by them are the following:

• Performance contracts33 (service level agreements) should be introduced establishing key 
outputs, outcomes and levels of service to be delivered and resources to be allocated to 
achieve them;

• There is a need for closer working arrangements between the Universities and IoTs on the 
one hand and the Department and the HEA on the other.  At present an annual discussion 
takes place with the HEA on strategic plans and budgets but there are no structured fora for 
engagements  on  strategic  issues  between  the  Heads  of  these  institutions  and  the 
Department and the HEA (see Strategy:  Creating shared understanding); and 

32 Responsibility for construction oversight  and post-contract  administration was devolved to individual  schools for 
small-scale projects (typically under €1m) with general oversight by PBU.  The Board engages expertise to formulate 
proposals for renovations/improvements to schools and once approval is received, it is the responsibility of schools to 
engage contractors to deliver the project. 
33 The HEA currently provides annual funding for recurrent activities of the bodies (based on student numbers) and  a 
small competitive element to incentivise provision of courses (e.g. engineering).
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• Oversight by the governing boards or councils could be improved by ensuring  inter alia 
that  the  committees  have  access  to  the  relevant  expertise,  especially  financial,  HR, 
procurement and legal.

Implementation of the relevant recommendations of the  National Strategy for Higher Education, 
including  the  development  of  a  strategic  dialogue  process,  would  broadly  address  the 
aforementioned governance issues and, while respecting the autonomy of the institutions, would 
serve to enhance accountability and performance.  It would also promote greater coherence in the 
higher  education  provision  across  the  sector  ensuring  responsiveness  to  national  priorities  and 
reducing any unnecessary overlaps in provision between the IoTs and Universities.

Evaluation:  Performance measurement

Summary:  Performance  of  the  Irish  education  system  is  generally  well  regarded 
internationally.  Evaluation by the Department is a strength in some respects - e.g. evaluation 
of schools, VFM studies, commissioning research, and in reviewing some programmes such 
as DEIS and special needs supports.  There are well established metrics and benchmarks for 
the  measurement  of  performance  at  higher  education  level.   However  there  is  scope  to 
considerably improve data integration and usage within the Department.  A particular deficit 
is the absence of a primary pupil database which makes it difficult to track the educational 
progress  of  specific  target  groups.   There  is  also  scope  for  improving  measurement  and 
evaluation of the Further Education sector.

Introduction

The Department of Education and Skills and its agencies undertake and commission a wide range of 
data collection exercises,  and publish a considerable amount  of evaluative and research reports. 
They also contribute to many international comparator and benchmark studies, including by the EU 
Commission, Eurostat, the OECD and UNESCO.  In addition, national oversight bodies such as the 
C&AG undertake and publish programmatic and thematic studies from time to time.

Data strategy and management
In order to undertake meaningful performance measurement, it  is necessary to have an effective 
system for collecting, managing and analysing data.  The Department has a detailed data strategy 
(published in early 2008) but implementation has been disappointingly slow.  Internal and external 
stakeholders believe that insufficient priority is given to data management by the Department.  It 
undertakes a considerable  number of data collection exercises from schools, and the VECs and 
some agencies are also involved in other data collection points.  Overall,  there is an incoherent 
approach to data collection and management.  In particular, there is a widespread practice of storing 
data in standalone databases and, as a result, the analytical value-added that would be gained from 
linkages between related databases is foregone.  In addition, a number of key internal stakeholders 
identified the need for central repositories in respect of information that is widely used across the 
Department, backed up by clearly assigned responsibilities for keeping such data up to date.
On a wider level, the Department needs to resolve any legislative or administrative issues relating to 
the sharing of personal data under the Data Protection Acts; and the Department, its agencies and 
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educational institutions should explore the potential for greater data sharing across the education 
system in order to strengthen the evidence base for policy-making and facilitate  more effective 
measurement of performance.  

Evaluation and research at primary and post-primary levels
The Department undertakes evaluation of policies and programmes.  However its capacity in this 
area is mixed.  It has successfully undertaken work in the following areas: 

• Special  needs  – the  Inspectorate  evaluates  teaching,  supports  and learning  as  part  of  a 
whole-school  evaluation.   It  also  publishes  reports  on  discrete  aspects  of  policies  and 
services  –  for  example,  on  autism  provision  and  speech  and  language  supports.   The 
National  Council  for  Special  Education  (NCSE)  carries  out  a  considerable  volume  of 
research, such as the longitudinal research study currently under way, Project Iris, which is 
aimed at assessing outcomes;

• ‘Delivering  Equality  of  Opportunity  in  Schools’  (DEIS)  –  there  is  a  strong  evaluative 
mechanism built into the design of the programme with ongoing planning and monitoring 
taking place at school level;  

• Value-for-money reviews – a number of reviews have been carried out (e.g.  on school 
transport, English as an additional language, the ICT Undergraduate Skills Programme, and 
assessment of programmes managed by the Teacher Education Section); and

• Own services – both the NEPS and the Inspectorate have evaluated their own services and 
have published the reports, with the NEPS having benchmarked its performance relative to 
best practice internationally.  

However, stakeholders believe that the evaluation of some programmes takes place either too late, 
very infrequently or not at  all.   They also stated that there  is  a  need to ensure that  evaluation 
programmes influence policy development/renewal to the fullest extent possible. The approach of 
building  evaluation  (in  terms  of  setting  targets,  indicators  and  reporting  mechanisms)  into  the 
design of programmes (as in the DEIS programme) should also be mainstreamed.

A considerable amount of work is also undertaken to evaluate school performance.  This is carried 
out in a number of ways, namely by teachers, through State examinations, by benchmarking and by 
the Inspectorate.  Teachers administer standardised tests to evaluate student performance in primary 
schools and issue report cards to parents.  The results are not aggregated and the data belongs to the 
schools but is made available to the Inspectorate if sought for inspections.  However, the National 
Assessment of Mathematics and English Reading is undertaken by the Educational Research Centre 
on behalf of the Department every four years in a scientifically constructed selection of schools and 
this provides reliable national data on the performance of students in these core skills.  Performance 
outcomes are measured through State exams held at post-primary level. 

International  benchmarking  takes  place  at  post-primary  level  through  the  provision  of  data  at 
regular  intervals34 to  studies  such  as  the  OECD  Programme  for  International  Student  Results  
(PISA), OECD Teaching and Learning International Study (TALIS) and the IEA International Civic  
and Citizenship (ICCS) reports.  In 2010, the Department joined the primary level components of 
the  Trends  in  International  Mathematics  and  Science  Study  (TIMSS)  and  the  Progress  in 
International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) of the International Association for Evaluation of 
34 PISA is every 3 years and the others are less frequent
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Educational  Achievement  (IEA).   The  outcomes  of  these  tests  will  provide  international 
benchmarks for reading, science and mathematics in primary schools every four to five years with 
the first results to come from the 2011 round of testing. 

The  Inspectorate  measures  and evaluates  educational  performance  in  primary  and post-primary 
schools and in Centres for Education.  It produces overall inspection reports which are published. 
Examples include:

• whole school evaluations (WSE) covering issues around management, planning, curriculum 
provision, teaching and learning, and student support;

• subject inspections and programme evaluations (e.g. Leaving Cert Applied); and 

• thematic evaluations e.g. ‘Social, Personal and Health Education in the Primary School’. 

These  inspection  models  are  undergoing  considerable  reform to  make  them more  efficient,  to 
increase the frequency of inspection, and to ensure greater focus on the quality of teaching, learning 
and  school  leadership  and  management.   The  Inspectorate  has  also  made  increased  use  of 
unannounced inspections of schools in recent years and is expanding the use of this model further. 
While stakeholders expressed very high regard for the professionalism of the Inspectorate’s work 
and the usefulness of it, they identified the need for higher rates of inspection per school.  Ireland 
lags  behind  other  countries  in  the  frequency  of  school  self-evaluations35.  Stakeholders  also 
identified the need for stronger structured follow up arrangements where school performance is 
weak.  

Stakeholders across the education sector were especially critical of the absence of a primary pupil 
database,  which  in  the  view  of  some,  militates  against  strong  student-centric  approaches  to 
evaluation.   The absence of this database makes it difficult  to provide complete information on 
student flows and the progress of specific target groups – for example, rates of progress, drop-out 
and repetition at primary level by school, gender, socio-economic status and ethnic background. 
The introduction of the database would be especially useful for designing interventions to support 
at-risk  children  in  primary  schools.   Although  the  establishment  of  an  individual  database  at 
primary level has been a long-standing stated aim of the Department and considerable preparatory 
work was undertaken in 2004, progress towards its implementation has been extremely slow due in 
part to cost and infrastructural implications for such a project.

Evaluation and research at third level
External evaluation of higher education is done mainly by the HEA and international education 
bodies (such as the OECD which, for example, published a report in 2006  Higher Education in  
Ireland).  Examples of performance measurement and evaluation undertaken by the HEA include 
the following: 

• a  considerable  number  of  annual  quantitative  indicators  relating  to  enrolments, 
graduateships, certification and awards;

• major research studies on access to higher education, published in 2001 and 2006;

35 This view is supported by a finding in the OECD Teaching and Learning International Study (TALIS), 2009.
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• a report on progression within undergraduate studies with a particular emphasis on transition 
into second year covering progression and retention by sector, institution and discipline; 

• a first destination survey of graduates one year after leaving third level; and

• participation  at  EU  level  including  contributions  to  the  Eurostudent  survey  containing 
comparable data on socio-economic conditions of student life across the EU.

In addition to the above examples, both the Department and HEA provide a considerable amount of 
other  statistical  information  to  the  OECD,  Eurostat,  UNESCO  and  other  international  bodies, 
enabling Irish educational  performance  and outcomes to be benchmarked in a number  of areas 
against other EU and OECD countries36.  

Overall stakeholders, both in Ireland and abroad, indicated that there is scope for improvement in 
the collection of data and the production of statistics on quality outcomes while at the same time 
acknowledging the progress made in recent years.  Of particular note is the recommendation in the 
National Strategy for Higher Education to 2030 that a strategic dialogue should commence with the 
higher education institutions to put in place a set of agreed key performance indicators for assessing 
outcomes within a performance framework.

Evaluation and research at further education level
The Vocational Education Committees (VECs) deliver many courses in the areas of further, adult 
and community education, the majority of which are accredited by FETAC.  The measurement and 
evaluation of performance is undertaken in a number of ways:
   

• the Department carries out periodic VFM reviews (e.g. on the Youthreach programme and 
the Senior Traveller Training Centres in 2008);

• the  Inspectorate  has  a  formal  evaluation  role  in  respect  of  education  centres  such  as 
Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centres;

• programme co-ordinators are assigned to courses such as Vocational Training Opportunities 
Scheme and Back-to-Education Initiative to work with VECs to enhance course provision 
(e.g. delivery of course modules in an integrated suite enabling more progression);  

• the VECs gather a substantial  amount  of quantitative  data  on programmes  (e.g.  number 
participants, number certs awarded) and qualitative data to a lesser extent (e.g. progression 
data on PLC programmes); and 

• the Department and a number of its agencies provide a considerable amount of data to the 
EU Commission, the OECD and other international bodies. 

While stakeholders (internal and external) commented favourably on the various studies and data 
collection exercises undertaken on further education, they were critical in a number of respects:

• the VECs supply data to the Department but it makes limited use of that data;
• the systems used by the VECs are deficient for the effective recording and analysis of data 

and interrogation of it by the Department for policy-making purposes; and

36 For example Indicators at a Glance, OECD, 2010
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• data collected by the VECs needs to be better integrated and harmonised with information 
generated in other parts of the education system.  

It is understood that the Department is engaging with the VECs to try and address these issues.

Evaluation of Teacher performance
Evaluation of teacher performance is an issue that was raised by a number of stakeholders during 
this review.  School boards of management and school principals have a legal responsibility for the 
quality of teachers’ work under the provisions of the Education Act, 1998.  The ability of boards 
and  school  principals  to  perform  this  role  was  strengthened  by  the  introduction  in  2010  of 
arrangements  for  dealing  with  cases  of  teacher  under-performance.   The  procedures  provide 
arrangements whereby the principal and board may support the teacher to improve his/her work, 
may require improvement and may discipline or dismiss the teacher if performance continues to be 
unsatisfactory.  A number of cases were in train under the procedures at the time of writing.  In 
addition,  teacher  performance  is  evaluated  at  the  probation  stage  in  primary  schools  by  the 
Inspectorate and in the course of school inspections at both primary and post-primary levels.

There are a range of services to support teacher performance, including in-service training and the 
Employee Assistance Service for teachers, which aim to provide assistance to teachers who may be 
experiencing difficulties, to provide support to them and to avoid, insofar as possible, these issues 
impacting on their performance in the classroom.  The Department should continue to improve the 
mechanisms in place to ensure that teachers are achieving their full potential and to ensure that any 
under-performance issues are discussed and resolved at an early stage with appropriate advice and 
support.

Evaluation:  Customer and stakeholder feedback and input into policy

Summary:  There is a very strong culture of consultation on policies and strategies and the 
Department  seeks  feedback  through  a  number  of  mechanisms.   Stakeholders  say the 
Department and its agencies are open to taking feedback on board.  However, there is scope 
for seeking greater input from some of the stakeholders especially pupils and parents.

Mechanisms used
A partnership approach guides the Department to a considerable degree when planning policies and, 
indeed, when exercising much of its day-to-day business.  It makes strong efforts to consult widely 
and obtain feedback and input from customers and stakeholders.  For example, the Department:

• has established fora at a number of levels to obtain feedback from staff;

• engages extensively with the Education Partners on broad policies and strategies as well as 
on policies and regulations for schools (e.g. Child Protection Guidelines);

• establishes committees with appropriate representation from interest groups to assist in the 
development of policy and strategy (e.g. the International Education Strategy);

• seeks  feedback  in  the  course  of  inspections  from teachers,  parents  and  students  (e.g. 
Whole-School Evaluations);
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• participates in conferences and seminars held by the Education Partners;

• undertakes periodic surveys in a number of areas (e.g. the NCSE is undertaking research 
on current attitudes to special education provision amongst parents, a customer survey was 
undertaken recently on behalf of the Inspectorate and a users’ survey of the Department’s 
website is currently under way); and

• is  currently  seeking public  input  into an action  plan  to  address  literacy and numeracy 
difficulties and a VFM review on small primary schools.

In addition, 
• agencies such as the NCCA, the NCSE and the Teaching Council  have representatives 

from various interest groups on their Councils (e.g. parents, teachers); and

• agencies consult extensively with customers and stakeholders seeking input into  policy 
development (e.g. Project Maths initiative).

Stakeholders’ views
The Education Partners say that the Department has a strong appreciation of their  interests and 
concerns and the consultation processes which it undertakes with them are usually thorough. The 
Department is open to feedback from them and it endeavours to take their views on board (e.g. 
some views  of  students  were taken into  account  in  the  Students  Support  Bill  and  similarly  of 
parents in the Child Protection Guidelines).  The Partners feel they are given a voice and many say 
that access to all levels of the Department is very good.  However, many stakeholders believe that 
some  stakeholders  have  a  disproportionate  influence  over  the  agenda  (see  Strategy:  Giving 
leadership section).

Some stakeholders such as higher education institutions, the VECs and the agencies identified a 
need for greater engagement with the Department in the form of strategic dialogue (see Managing 
delivery:  Governance).

It is widely believed that the Department is good at seeking input on policies and measures from 
across its wide stakeholder base and makes strong efforts to be as inclusive as possible.  However, 
there is an absence of regular surveys of parents and students to ascertain satisfaction rates on the 
quality  of  the  education  provision  at  different  levels.   It  is  notable  that  the  following 
recommendations on stronger feedback arrangements feature in the strategy for higher education, 
2011: 

“Higher  education  institutions  should put  in  place  systems to  capture  feedback  from 
students, and use this feedback to inform institutional and programme management, as  
well as national policy”.  

“Engagement  with  the  wider  community  must  become  more  firmly  embedded  in  the  
mission of higher education institutions”. 

”Structures and procedures [should be put in place] that welcome and encourage the  
involvement of the wider community in a range of activities including programme design 
and revision”.
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”A national survey of employers should be taken by the HEA on a regular basis and used 
as part of an assessment of quality outcomes for the system”. 

Implementation of these recommendations would be a very positive development providing scope 
for significant new insights to be gained and fed back into policy making and management.
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Box 3.2
Agencies and other bodies under the aegis of the Department

An Chomhairle um Oideachais Gaeltachta agus Gaelscolaíochta (COGG)
Commission to Inquire into Child Abuse (CICA) *
Education Finance Board (EFB)
Foras Áiseanna Saothair (FÁS)
Further Education and Training Awards Council (FETAC)
Grangegorman Development Agency
Higher Education and Training Awards Council (HETAC)
Higher Education Authority (HEA)
Irish Research Council for Science, Engineering and Technology (IRCSET)
Irish Research Council for the Humanities and Social Sciences (IRCHSS)
Léargas – The Exchange Bureau
National Centre for Guidance in Education (NCGE)
National Centre for Technology in Education (NCTE)
National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA)
National Council for Special Education (NCSE)
National Qualifications Authority of Ireland (NQAI)
National Education Welfare Board (NEWB)
Residential Institution Redress Board (RIRB)
Residential Institution Review Committee (RIRC)
Skillnets Ltd
State Examinations Commission (SEC)
The Teaching Council
 
*The Commission to Inquire into Child Abuse has completed its work and is being wound up.

33VECs
County Carlow County Cavan
County Clare City of Cork
County Cork County Dublin
City of Dublin City of Galway
Dun Laoghaire County Kerry (Kerry Education Service)
County Galway County Kilkenny
County Kildare County Leitrim
County Laois County Limerick
City of Limerick County Louth
County Longford County Meath
County Mayo County Offaly
County Monaghan County Sligo
County Roscommon Tipperary (NR)
Tipperary (SR) County Waterford
City of Waterford County Wexford
County Westmeath
County Wicklow
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Schools

Number of Schools aided by the Department of Education 2009/2010 Level Number
of Schools

First Level Total 3,295
National Schools 3,165
Special Schools 130

Second Level Total 730
Secondary 384
Community and Comprehensive 92
Vocational 254

Total 4,025

Institutions funded through the HEA

Designated HEA institutions:
Royal College of Surgeons Ireland (RCSI) 
National College of Art and Design (NCAD) 
Royal Irish Academy (RIA) 

Institutes of Technology
Athlone Institute of Technology
Institute of Technology, Blanchardstown
Institute of Technology, Carlow
Cork Institute of Technology
Dublin Institute of Technology
Dundalk Institute of Technology
Dún Laoghaire Institute of Art, Design and Technology
Galway-Mayo Institute of Technology
Letterkenny Institute of Technology
Limerick Institute of Technology
Institute of Technology, Sligo
Institute of Technology, Tallaght
Institute of Technology, Tralee
Waterford Institute of Technology 

Other institutions funded by HEA:
Mater Dei Institute of Education (linked to DCU)
Mary Immaculate College, Limerick (linked to UL)
St Patrick's College, Drumcondra (linked to DCU)
St. Angela's College of Education, Sligo (linked to NUIG)

Higher education institutions that receive core grant funding from the Department:
Royal Irish Academy of Music
Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies
Dublin Dental Hospital (under aegis of the Department of Health) 
Church of Ireland College of Education
The Marino Institute of Education (Coláiste Mhuire Marino) 
Froebel College of Education

Higher education institutions that receive core grant funding which includes grant in 
lieu of tuition fees:
Tipperary Rural and Business Development Institute
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National College of Ireland
Pontifical College Maynooth
Milltown Institute

Higher education institutions that receive funding in lieu of tuition fees only:
Shannon College of Hotel Management
St. Patrick's College, Thurles
St. Patrick's College, Carlow
All Hallows College

Other educational bodies funded by the Department:
The Educational Research Centre is based in St. Patrick's College and receives funding from the 
Department to carry out international studies etc.
The Education Support Centres (21 full-time and 9 part-time) are funded by the Department to 
provide in-service training for teachers.
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Box 3.3

External Governance Arrangements
Governance of agencies 
The statutory agencies under the Department’s remit are obliged to follow the Code of Practice for State  
Bodies.  They submit strategic plans and annual reports and their accounts are audited. Each one has a 
governing  board  or  council  which  includes  a  representative  from  the  Department.   The  governing 
legislation sets out the objectives of the agencies.  The budget is assigned accordingly and the Department 
monitors expenditure on a monthly basis.

The Irish Research Council for Science, Engineering and Technology and the Irish Research Council for 
the Humanities and Social Sciences are similar in status to Boards/Committees.  They receive funding 
through the Higher Education Authority (HEA) and the CEO of the HEA is the accounting officer for 
both Councils. 

Léargas  and  the  National  Centre  for  Guidance  in  Education  (which  comes  under  Léargas)  are  non-
commercial  private  sector  bodies  in  receipt  of  funding  from  the  Department  and  from  the  EU 
Commission.  Léargas complies with the Code of Practice for State Bodies and financial procedures.  It 
submits  strategic  plans,  annual  reports  and  there  is  a  form of  performance  contract  or  service  level 
agreement in place.  The Department meets with it to discuss strategic issues. 

Skillnets is also a non-commercial private sector body but follows the Code of Practice for State Bodies, 
submits strategic plans and annual reports and has a work programme with agreed targets in return for the 
funding it receive.

Governance of schools 
All primary schools and certain types of post-primary schools are privately owned and controlled but are 
almost entirely funded by the State.  All primary schools and nearly all post-primary schools, including 
community and comprehensive, are managed by local boards of management set up by their patrons or 
trustees.  The Education Act, 1998 provides the main legislative framework and sets out accountability 
procedures and the functions of boards of management. Those functions relate to the management of the 
school,  implementation  of  education  policy,  publication  of  school  admission  policy,  responsibilities 
relating to accounts, provision of information and so on.  School staff are employed by the individual 
boards of management.  Their functions involve  inter alia ensuring compliance with a wide range of 
employment  and equality  legislation,  dealing with planning issues,  and ensuring the best  interests  of 
children are  protected.  It  submits  strategic  plans,  annual  reports  and there  is  a  form of performance 
contract or service level agreement in place.  The Department meets with it to discuss strategic issues. 

Skillnets is also a non-commercial private sector body but follows the Code of Practice for State Bodies, 
submits strategic plans and annual reports and has a work programme with agreed targets in return for the 
funding it receive.

Governance of schools 
All primary schools and certain types of post-primary schools are privately owned and controlled but are 
almost entirely funded by the State.  All primary schools and nearly all post-primary schools, including 
community and comprehensive, are managed by local boards of management set up by their patrons or 
trustees.  The Education Act, 1998 provides the main legislative framework and sets out accountability 
procedures and the functions of boards of management. Those functions relate to the management of the 
school,  implementation  of  education  policy,  publication  of  school  admission  policy,  responsibilities 
relating to accounts, provision of information and so on.  School staff are employed by the individual 
boards of management.  Their functions involve  inter alia ensuring compliance with a wide range of 
employment  and equality  legislation,  dealing with planning issues,  and ensuring the best  interests  of 
children are protected.

In  the  exercise  of  its  limited  governance  function,  the  Department  supports  Boards  of  Management 
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through the provision of guidance and advice, and through supports for training provided by the relevant 
management associations – for example, training in child protection guidelines and financial management. 
The  Department  has  overall  responsibility  for  ensuring  that  State  funding  is  spent  appropriately  in 
providing the right learning environment, in controlling staffing numbers and in setting employee terms 
and conditions.  For their part, the schools make returns to the Department in relation to teacher and other 
resource allocations.   Similar to the Department’s role, the VECs have a governance responsibility in 
relation to schools and colleges under their remit.

Governance of Vocational Educational Committees (VECs)
The VECs are statutory bodies that are accountable to the Minister, the Oireachtas and the Comptroller 
and Auditor General for the performance of their statutory functions.  They must comply with the Code of  
Practice for State Bodies and have governing authorities, audit committees and internal audit units in 
place.  They submit five year strategic plans, annual reports and annual service plans (bid document for 
funding) to the Department which monitors their expenditure.  The Department consults with the VECs 
through their representative body, the Irish Vocational Education Association (IVEA), and with individual 
VECs as the need arises.

Education programmes37 provided by the VECs relate to Further and Adult Education and while based on 
local needs and demands, the majority of them are approved and quality assured by the Further Education 
and  Training  Awards  Council  (FETAC).   In  addition,  VECs  must  demonstrate  a  labour  market 
justification for any proposed new programme (e.g. PLC) and the content must reflect that.

Governance of third level institutions funded by the Higher Education Authority
The  Higher  Education  Authority  (HEA)  is  the  statutory  planning  and  development  body for  higher 
education and research.   It is responsible for the allocation of Exchequer funding to a number of third 
level  institutions  and  is  accountable  to  the  Minister  in  this  regard.    All  the  smaller  HEA  funded 
Institutions must comply with the Code of Practice for the Governance of State Bodies and the HEA has 
an oversight role in that regard and their accounts are audited by the C&AG.  The Colleges of Education 
are  linked  to  universities  and  their  governing,  management  and  staffing  procedures  are  university 
approved.

Universities  are  autonomous  public  bodies  governed  by  the  Irish  Universities  Act  1997  (the  first 
comprehensive University Act since 1908).  In the case of the IoTs, the Institutes of Technology Act 2006 
brought all fourteen of them within the remit of the HEA, providing for their increased autonomy and 
strategic development on a more integrated basis with the Universities.  The governance arrangements for 
Universities and Institutes of Technology (IoTs) are broadly as follows:

• The Universities and IoTs have their own Codes of Practice with which they must comply. 
They submit  3-5 year  strategic  plans to the HEA and to  the  Department  setting out their 
objectives  for  academic  programmes  at  undergraduate  and  postgraduate  levels.  They  also 
provide annual reports on their achievements with particular reference to research.  They have 
governing boards or councils, internal audit units and audit committees;  and  their  accounts 
are subject to audit by the C&AG.  The Presidents are also accountable to the HEA, the 
Minister and the Oireachtas in terms of their performance and the expenditure of Exchequer 
funding.

• While both the Universities and IoTs grant their own awards, they have systems in place for 
evaluating the quality of programmes, teaching and research (e.g. systems exist in Universities 
for peer review evaluations of departments and/or faculties or for institutional reviews).  New 
course  proposals  by  a  University  must  be  justified  through  external  peer  review  and  be 
approved by the academic council, the finance committee and the governing body.  In the case 
of IoTs, new courses must be approved by internal institutional bodies and they must satisfy the 
requirements of HETAC and in some instances the HEA.

37The objectives of programmes funded by the Department in this sector are to meet the needs of young early school-leavers, to provide second 
chance education for those who didn’t complete secondary level, to provide vocational preparation and training for labour market entrants and re-
entrants.  Programmes include  Youthreach,  Vocational Training Opportunities Scheme for adults over 21, senior traveller training, post leaving  cert 
courses offering accreditation at levels 5 and 6, community education as a first step on the lifelong learning  ladder, literacy and numeracy for adults, 
Back to Education Initiative and some self-financing evening classes. 
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Governance of third level institutions funded by the Department
The Royal Irish Academy of Music, Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies and the Tipperary Rural and 
Business Development Institute are grant funded directly by the Department.  These institutions must 
comply with the terms of the Code of Practice for State Bodies and with Public Financial Procedures, they 
produce annual reports and their accounts are audited by the Comptroller and Auditor General (C&AG). 
The Director of such Bodies is answerable to the Oireachtas committees in relation to the disposal of 
monies.

The National College of  Ireland,  Pontifical  College of  Maynooth and Milltown Institute  receive core 
funding (and grants  in  lieu of  tuition fees)  directly form the Department.   These institutions are  not 
governed by the Code of Practice for State Bodies but they must comply with Public Financial Procedures 
and the Directors are answerable to Oireachtas committees for the disposal of monies. 

The Church of Ireland College of Education which is funded by way of annual state grant is at present 
reviewing its governance procedures and has informed the Department that its new governance code will 
take account of revisions to the Code of Practice for the Governance of State Bodies of May 2009.  The 
College accounts are audited annually by the C&AG Office.

Froebel  College  of  Education  is  a  private  institution  under  the  Trusteeship  of  the  Congregation  of 
Dominican  Sisters.   The  Board  of  Governors  is  responsible  for  the  management  of  the  College  in 
accordance with the terms of the Trust, and its operation is guided by an Instrument of Governance (2008) 
which in terms of accountability, transparency, ethical and financial probity is in line with the Code of  
Practice  for the Governance of State  Bodies.  In  general terms,  the Colleges abides by the principles 
enshrined in the Code.  It receives a capitation grant and a special grant in lieu of tuition fees and its 
accounts are audited by the C&AG.

Coláiste Mhuire, Marino Institute of Education is a private charitable trust under the trusteeship of the 
Congregation of Christian Brothers in Ireland.  The Institute’s Instrument of Government (1996) sets out 
the parameters within which the Institute’s Governing Body operates and the Institute in general abides by 
the principles enshrined in the Code.  The Instrument of Government is under review in the context of the 
proposed TCD co-trusteeship arrangement.  It receives a capitation grant and a special grant in lieu of 
tuition fees and its accounts are audited by the C&AG.

The Department has Financial and Operational Guidelines in place for the Education Support Centres. 
The centres are audited annually by a private chartered accountancy firm and these audits and the centres’ 
annual reports are given to the Department each year.  The Department’s Internal Audit Unit normally 
audits a centre each year.  The Secretary General is accountable to the Oireachtas for expenditure made by 
the centres.
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Department of the Environment, Community and
Local Government

Summary of findings
The Department of the Environment, Community and Local Government has experienced major 
change and upheaval in the past ten years.  In 2002, its remit broadened considerably following the 
decision to transfer responsibility for the National Parks and Wildlife Service and Met Éireann to it. 
In the following five years, there was a very significant expansion of its capital programme as it 
sought to meet new social and economic demands particularly in the areas of housing and water 
services.  Simultaneously, the Department had to plan and manage the decentralisation of certain 
functions to the South-East which resulted in the transfer of approximately 200 posts to Wexford. 
The combination of structural change and decentralisation ultimately saw around 1,600 staff either 
joining or leaving the Department between 2004 and 2010.  There will be further structural change 
in  the  coming  months  following  the  decision  by  the  Government  to  assign  responsibility  for 
community  affairs  to  the  Department  and  transfer  responsibility  for  heritage  matters  to  the 
Department of Arts, Heritage and Gaeltacht Affairs. 

The economic downturn has also brought significant change and radically altered the Department’s 
strategic context.  Capital budgets have been cut by 40% compared to their peak levels in 2007, 
funding for local authorities through the Local Government Fund and the Environment Fund has 
been greatly reduced and a sizeable number of staff have left the Department, and will continue to 
leave and not be replaced, under the Employment Control Framework.

In  handling  the  challenges  of  the  past  ten  years,  the  Department  has  shown  tremendous 
organisational resilience.  It has also maintained its proud record of developing high quality policy, 
strategy and legislation in areas such as planning, climate change, and local government.  External 
stakeholders say that the Department is well-led and its staff embody a lot of the most admirable 
features  of  the  public  service,  namely  integrity,  strong  intellectual  capacity,  high  levels  of 
commitment and a positive approach to taking on new challenges. 

However, the ORP review has also identified a number of significant weaknesses in the way the 
Department operates.  In many respects it is quite a conservative organisation and has fallen behind 
some of its key stakeholders in number of important  respects  – e.g.  the use of technology,  the 
measurement  of  performance,  and  the  integration  of  functions  and  data.   Accordingly,  if  the 
Department  is  to  deal  effectively  with  future  demands  it  needs  to  enhance  its  capacity  in  the 
following areas:

1. Prioritisation and implementation of strategy:  Against the background of a very broad 
business agenda and constrained resources, the Department needs to become more effective 
and rigorous  in  setting  priorities.   It  also  needs  to  strengthen its  capacity  to  implement 
strategy and policy in certain areas – e.g. EU Environmental Directives.

2. Internal and external shared understanding: The Department should strengthen internal 
shared  understanding  across  its  divisions  through  greater  use  of  formal  systems  (e.g. 
thematic planning and cross-divisional work teams) and by more effective use of ICT (e.g. 
Geographic Information Systems (GIS)) to support integrated approaches to work.  It also 
needs  to  strengthen  shared  understanding  with  local  authorities  and  some  Government 
Departments to achieve more consistent local implementation of national policies.
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3. Governance: The Department needs to develop more coherent oversight arrangements for 
the governance of its agencies or partner bodies, and in relation to local authorities it needs 
to improve its capacity to measure their performance, disseminate best practice, and ensure 
greater accountability for the delivery of national policy priorities.

4. ICT:  There should be more effective leadership of ICT at senior management level and the 
technical and developmental capacity of the ICT Unit needs to be significantly strengthened. 
The Department should also develop a corporate Geographic Information System (GIS) and 
strengthen ICT connectivity with local authorities (particularly to improve real-time access 
to financial information and activity data);

5. Managing  change:  The  Department  needs  to  have  a  stronger  focus  on  continuous 
improvement as it has fallen behind some of its key stakeholders in a number of key areas – 
e.g. ICT and data management.  It also needs to strengthen its capacity to manage large-
scale  organisational  change  projects,  particularly  in  the  areas  of  planning,  project 
management, communications, and building acceptance of and commitment to the case for 
change.  The Department urgently needs to address a number of organisational issues arising 
from  decentralisation  and  make  decisions  regarding  its  future  footprint  in  the  West  of 
Ireland.

6. Met Éireann:  There is  a need to strengthen the capacity of Met Éireann in relation to 
strategic  direction (including the most  appropriate  long-term status for the organisation), 
leadership and management, customer service, human resources (particularly measures to 
address the shortage of staff), managing change, and evaluating its weather forecasts (see 
Box 4.4).

7. National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS):  The process of strengthening the capacity of 
the NPWS which commenced in 2010 needs to be given sustained attention over the coming 
years  in  order  to  address  weaknesses  in  the  following areas:  setting  strategic  direction; 
leadership;  internal  and  external  shared  understanding;  public  relations  and 
communications; operating protocols and legal guidelines; and use of ICT (see Box 4.5).

Transfer of functions
In March 2011, the Government decided that responsibility for community affairs should transfer to 
the Department while responsibility for heritage matters, including the National Parks and Wildlife 
Service (NPWS), should transfer to the Department of Arts, Heritage and Gaeltacht Affairs. 

As the NPWS was an integral part of the Department during the conduct of the ORP review, this 
report contains findings on its capacity.  These are still relevant notwithstanding its recent transfer 
from the Department.  However, apart from some minor factual information, the report does not 
deal  with  the  newly  transferred  functions  relating  to  community  affairs.   To  reflect  the 
Department’s  new legal  title,  it  is  referred to  throughout  this  report  as  the “Department  of the 
Environment, Community and Local Government”.
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DEPARTMENT OF THE ENVIRONMENT, COMMUNITY AND LOCAL GOVERNMENT 
SUMMARY OF CHALLENGES AND STRENGTHS

STRATEGY

Setting strategic direction The Department has a strong capacity to set strategy and develop policy and has 
demonstrated  considerable  strategic  ability  in  its  response  to  the  economic 
downturn.  However,  against the background of a broad business agenda and 
greatly  reduced  resources,  it  needs  to  place  more  emphasis  on  prioritising 
strategies  and  policies.   It  also  needs  to  significantly  strengthen  its 
implementation capacity.   There are a number of important areas  where new 
strategic narratives are required — Housing, Local Government Funding, and 
the Environment.  Finally, there is a need for much clearer strategic vision in 
both the National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS) and Met Éireann to meet 
the challenges ahead.

Giving leadership While the Department is generally well-led at senior management level, there is 
a need to strengthen internal leadership in a number of areas: the NPWS, Met 
Éireann and in decentralised offices.  Externally, the leadership record is more 
mixed — there have been some significant  successes e.g.  water services  and 
waste management but there have also been some notable failures.  In summary, 
the  Department  needs  to  improve  its  capacity  to  negotiate,  influence,  build 
alliances  and problem-solve when it  is leading complex policy measures that 
involve strong, disparate stakeholder groups.

Creating shared 
understanding

The Department  has  a  strong commitment to creating a high-level  of shared 
understanding with a broad range of stakeholders.  Overall, however, the results 
are  mixed.   While  internal  shared  understanding has  improved,  there  is  still 
room for further improvement.  For example, there is a need to underpin the 
strong level of cooperation across the Department with more formal systems and 
greater  use  of  technology.   Externally,  the  level  of  shared  understanding 
between the Department and its agencies is very good.  However, both internal 
and external stakeholders say that the structures and systems to facilitate shared 
understanding  with  local  authorities  need  strengthening,  notwithstanding  the 
positive working relationships on both sides.  Finally, there is a need to improve 
the level of shared understanding with the Department of Agriculture, Food and 
the Marine.

MANAGING 
DELIVERY

Customer service and 
delivery

There is a high level of awareness of customer service issues in the Department 
and  a  strong  commitment  to  providing  quality  services  to  a  range  of 
stakeholders.   The Department  should address  a number of customer service 
difficulties  that  have  arisen  in  the  aftermath  of  decentralisation  and  should 
become more efficient at providing customer service to the political system.  In 
the NPWS, there is a need to improve some visitor facilities in national parks, 
and strengthen the consultation arrangements with interested parties in relation 
to conservation measures.   Finally,  while Met Éireann has a strong customer 
service ethos, it needs to address the customer service concerns of a number of 
commercially-oriented clients.

Continuous improvement  
and innovation

The Department has experienced major policy and organisational changes in the 
past  ten  years.   While  it  is  ambitious  in  relation  to  policy  change,  it  is 
conservative  in  relation  to  organisational change.   The  general  consensus 
among its stakeholders is that decentralisation could have been better managed 
notwithstanding the fact that some issues were outside the direct control of 
the  Department.   Overall,  the  Department  needs to strengthen  its  change 
management  capacity  in  relation  to  planning,  project  management, 
communications and building a shared understanding of the case for change. 
Met  Éireann  also  needs  to  strengthen  its  change  management  capacity 
particularly  in  the  areas  of  leadership,  communications,  and  project 
management.  
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Resource management Finance 
The  finance  function  is  competent  and  professional  and  there  is  a  strong 
emphasis on good financial management across the Department.  However, the 
Department needs to develop a financial system which will allow it to gain real-
time access to local authority expenditure and other data.  It should also improve 
the  transparency  of  local  authority  funding.   There  is  a  need  as  well  to 
strengthen  the  value-for-money  capacity  of  the  Local  Government  Audit 
Service, particularly in the light of the recommendations in the Report of the 
Local  Government  Efficiency Review Group. Finally,  the Department  should 
develop its  Management  Information Framework  system by linking financial 
data to key outputs.

Human Resource Management
The  Human  Resources  (HR)  Unit  is  regarded  by  internal  stakeholders  as 
competent and professional  and, to its credit,  has played  a significant  part  in 
maintaining  business  continuity  in  the  Department  during  a  time  of  major 
internal upheaval. However, a number of important HR issues were identified 
during the review:   (1)  optimising the use  of  staff  resources,  (2)  addressing 
certain skills gaps, and (3) dealing with HR shortages in Met Éireann.

Information and Communications Technology (ICT)
There  are  significant  ICT  capacity  issues  facing  the  Department.  Senior 
management  need to set  a clearer  strategic direction for ICT development to 
more effectively support the operation of the Department.  There is also a need 
to  address  the  shortage  of  ICT  skills,  the  lack  of  connectivity  with  local 
authorities,  the  absence  of  a  department-wide  GIS,  and  weaknesses  in  data 
management.   Met Éireann should streamline the delivery of its ICT services 
and strengthen governance and project management.  

Governance The internal  governance of the Department is strong and effective.  However, 
externally, there needs to be a more coherent oversight framework for partner 
bodies which would complement the existing statutory provisions and informal 
systems.  While  there  are  a  number  of  positive  aspects  to  the  existing 
arrangements for the oversight of local authorities, they need to be strengthened 
to achieve more even implementation of policy across the 34 local authorities, 
better  measurement  of  performance  and  stronger  accountability  by  senior 
officials in local authorities for the delivery of national policy priorities.

EVALUATION

Performance measurement The Department  has  made good progress  in relation to  output  measurement. 
However,  in  common  with  other  policy-oriented  Departments,  measuring 
outcomes  remains  a  significant  challenge  and  the  Department  needs  to  give 
particular attention to this area.   Building on its Annual Output Statement, it 
should also strengthen its capacity to measure its own performance and that of 
its partner bodies (using an appropriate  suite of Key Performance Indicators) 
and develop a more holistic view of the performance of local authorities.  Met 
Éireann measures  its  performance in certain  areas  (e.g.  aviation forecasting); 
however it needs to improve its performance measurement capacity particularly 
with regard to general forecasting, where the absence of an evaluation system is 
a notable weakness.

Customer and stakeholder  
feedback & input to policy  
and strategy

The  Department  has  a  strong  commitment  to  consulting  on  its  policies  and 
strategies and provides a range of opportunities to stakeholders to give feedback. 
Stakeholders believe that it  is generally open to taking their views on board, 
where possible.  However,  the Department needs to establish more structured 
arrangements for obtaining feedback from its staff,  especially those who deal 
directly with the public, and it should give more feedback to stakeholders on 
certain issues e.g. the Local Authority Service Indicators.
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History
The history of the Department of the Environment, Community and Local Government predates the 
establishment of the State and can be traced back to 1838 when the first Government agency with 
responsibility for local affairs in Ireland was created. 

In April 1922, the newly independent State created the Ministry for Local Government and two 
years later the Department of Local Government and Public Health was established. 

During  the  1920s  and  1930s  the  focus  of  the  new  Department  was  on  reforming  the  local 
government  system,  introducing  town  planning,  expanding  the  housing  programme  and 
infrastructural services, and developing the health and welfare system.  However, by the mid 1940s 
the range of its responsibilities had become too wide and so in 1947 responsibility for health and 
social  welfare  was  transferred  to  two  new  Departments,  and  the  old  Department  of  Local 
Government and Public Health became the Department of Local Government. 

Although the Department  of  Local  Government  concentrated  initially  on local  government  and 
infrastructural  programmes,  it  soon became involved in  other areas  to meet  new economic  and 
social needs and so in 1977 its name changed again, this time to the Department of the Environment 
in recognition of its pivotal role in the areas of environmental promotion and protection.  

Since the 1990s a major  priority of the Department  has been to modernise  the system of local 
government  and  in  recognition  of  this,  the  Government  renamed  it  the  Department  of  the 
Environment and Local Government in 1997.  Also in the 1990s, the Environmental  Protection 
Agency and the National Roads Authority were established to bring a greater strategic focus to 
environmental and national roads developments. 

In the past ten years, further changes have been made to the Department.  In 2002, the Department 
was assigned responsibility for built and natural heritage, nuclear safety and Met Éireann.  In 2007, 
it became responsible for marine foreshores and it lost responsibility for non-national roads and the 
National Vehicle Driver File which were transferred to the Department of Transport. 

Most  recently  in  March 2011,  the  Government  decided  to  assign responsibility  for  community 
affairs to the Department and transfer responsibility for heritage matters to the Department of Arts, 
Heritage  and  Gaeltacht  Affairs.   As  a  consequence,  its  legal  title  has  been  changed  to  the 
Department of the Environment, Community and Local Government.  

Responsibilities
The Department of the Environment, Community and Local Government’s mission is “to pursue 
sustainable development”.  It has a broad and diverse range of functions that impact on many areas 
of Irish life and is responsible for ensuring that:

• Regions and communities are planned and built in a sustainable manner

• A high quality environment with effective environmental protection is achieved

• Water resources and drinking water quality are protected and improved

• Quality housing in sustainable communities is provided
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• The global challenge of climate change is responded to effectively at national level

• The natural and built heritage and biodiversity is protected38

• The system of local government is both democratic and responsive to societal needs 

• Weather information to meet national and international requirements is provided.

In discharging many of its responsibilities, the Department’s role is to put in place the necessary 
policy, legislative and regulatory framework, and provide funding to local authorities and specialist 
agencies to enable them to deliver public services and develop infrastructure under the supervision 
of the Department.   However, in other instances,  e.g. the provision of weather information,  the 
Department provides public services directly itself. 

Key facts
• The administrative head of the Department  of the Environment,  Community and Local 

Government is Ms. Geraldine Tallon,  Secretary General,  and she is supported by eight 
Assistant Secretaries (see Box 4.6).

• There are six functional areas and two associated services in the Department: Community 
Affairs,  Corporate  Services,  Environment,  Housing,  Local  Government,  Water  and 
Planning, Local Government Audit Service and Met Éireann. 

• The  Local  Government  Audit  Service  (LGAS)  is  a  division  of  the  Department  for 
administrative purposes.  The organisational head of the service is the Director of Audit, 
Mr. Noel O’Connell.  Under the Local Government Act, 2001, the function of the LGAS is 
to carry out or assist in carrying out audits of the accounts of local authorities and other 
bodies.  The total number of bodies under its remit is 184, and each auditor is independent 
in the performance of his/her professional functions.

• Met Éireann has its own management structure called ‘Mancom’ comprising the Director, 
Mr.  Liam Campbell,  two Assistant  Directors (one post vacant)  and the eight  Heads of 
Divisions. 

• The gross budget of the Department in 2011 is €1,602 million of which €1,002 million (or 
63%) relates to the capital expenditure programme and €600 million (or 37%) relates to 
current expenditure.  Of the latter, the main expenditure areas are housing (€287 million), 
the Local Government Fund (€164 million), and administration (€85 million).

• The Department has major offices in the following locations: Custom House and Irish Life 
Buildings, Dublin 1; Ely Place, Dublin 2; Newtown Road, Wexford; Government Offices, 
Ballina, Co. Mayo; Tubbercurry Co. Sligo39; and Glasnevin Hill, Dublin 9 (Met Éireann 
HQ). 

38 In March 2011, the Government decided that responsibility for heritage matters should transfer to the Department  
   of Arts, Heritage and Gaeltacht Affairs. 
39 Community Affairs
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• The Department  has  1,062 full-time  equivalent  staff.   Of  these 426 staff  are  based in 
Dublin;  177  staff  are  in  Wexford;  70  staff  are  in  Ballina;  204  are  in  other  regional 
locations; and 185 are in Met Éireann.

• Of the 1,062 full-time equivalent staff, 596 (or 56%) are administrative grades and 466 (or 
44%) are professional and technical grades.

Challenges for the Department
The following challenges have been identified during the course of this review:

1. Prioritisation and implementation of strategy:  Against the background of a very broad 
business  agenda  and  constrained  resources,  the  Department  needs  to  become  more 
effective  and  rigorous  in  setting  priorities.   It  also  needs  to  strengthen  its  capacity  to 
implement strategy and policy in certain areas – e.g. EU Environmental Directives.

2. Internal and external shared understanding:  The Department should strengthen internal 
shared  understanding  across  its  divisions  through  greater  use  of  formal  systems  (e.g. 
thematic planning and cross-divisional work teams) and by more effective use of ICT (e.g. 
Geographic Information Systems (GIS)) to support integrated approaches to work.  It also 
needs  to  strengthen  shared  understanding  with local  authorities  and  some Government 
Departments to achieve more consistent local implementation of national policies.

3. Governance:  The Department needs to develop more coherent oversight arrangements for 
the governance of its agencies or partner bodies, and in relation to local authorities it needs 
to improve its capacity to measure their performance, disseminate best practice, and ensure 
greater accountability for the delivery of national policy priorities.

4. ICT:  There should be more effective leadership of ICT at senior management level and 
the  technical  and  developmental  capacity  of  the  ICT  Unit  needs  to  be  significantly 
strengthened.  The Department should also develop a corporate GIS and strengthen ICT 
connectivity with local authorities (particularly to improve real-time access to financial 
information and activity data).

5. Managing  change: The  Department  needs  to  have  a  stronger  focus  on  continuous 
improvement as it has fallen behind some of its key stakeholders in a number of key areas 
– e.g. ICT and data management.  It also needs to strengthen its capacity to manage large-
scale  organisational  change  projects,  particularly  in  the  areas  of  planning,  project 
management, communications, and building acceptance of and commitment to the case for 
change.   The Department  urgently  needs  to  address  a  number  of  organisational  issues 
arising from decentralisation and make decisions regarding its future footprint in the West 
of Ireland.

6. Met Éireann:  There is a need to strengthen the capacity of Met Éireann in relation to 
strategic direction (including the most appropriate long-term status for the organisation), 
leadership and management, customer service, human resources (particularly measures to 
address the shortage of staff), managing change, and evaluating its weather forecasts (see 
Box 4.4).
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7. National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS):  The process of strengthening the capacity 
of the NPWS which commenced in 2010 needs to be given sustained attention over the 
coming  years  in  order  to  address  weaknesses  in  the  following  areas:  setting  strategic 
direction,  leadership,  internal  and  external  shared  understanding,  public  relations  and 
communications, operating protocols and legal guidelines, and use of ICT (see Box 4.5).

The foregoing are also material to the challenges facing the Department as it assumes responsibility 
for community affairs.

Contextual issues
The Department operates in a complex and challenging stakeholder environment involving central 
government,  local  authorities,  specialist  agencies,  the European Commission,  non-governmental 
organisations and the public.  Amongst the contextual issues impacting on it are: -

Decentralisation
In June 2010, the Department  opened its  new decentralised  office on the outskirts  of Wexford 
Town. The Wexford office was intended to be the new departmental headquarters and the hub of a 
network of offices in the South-East.  The Department transferred almost 180 staff and a range of 
policy and operational areas to Wexford.  All its divisions now have staff in a multiple locations 
and in some cases individual sections are split between locations. 

While there were positive aspects to the decentralisation to Wexford, primarily the acquisition of a 
cohort of young and very able staff, the process caused considerable internal upheaval because of 
the substantial loss of corporate memory and the amount of senior management time that was spent 
on getting the new office established.   It also had a serious impact on the morale of staff who 
remained  in  the  Custom  House,  many  of  whom  felt  that  they  had  lost  out  on  promotional 
opportunities,  and on those who had to leave the Department.   As the Department  rebuilds its 
capacity  and  knowledge  base,  it  faces  significant  challenges  in  ensuring  that  the  organisation 
operates  in  a  unified,  coherent,  and  efficient  way.   In  addition,  following  the  transfer  of 
responsibility  for  community  affairs  functions  to  the  Department,  it  needs  to  ensure  that  the 
decentralised office in Tubbercurry, Co. Sligo is properly integrated into its structures and systems 
(see Box 4.3).

Resources
As  a  result  of  the  economic  downturn  the  funding  available  to  the  Department  has  been 
substantially reduced.  The Department’s capital expenditure budget has fallen from €1.99 billion in 
2007 to €1 billion in 2011 (a reduction of almost 50%).  Similarly, the funding available to local 
authorities under the Local Government Fund has gone from €1.53 billion in 2007 to €1.17 billion 
in 2011 (a reduction of almost 24%).  The Department has also lost 81 staff (6.5%) in the past two 
years  under  the  Incentivised  Scheme  for  Early  Retirement  (ISER)  and Incentive  Career  Break 
Scheme (ICBS) and will  lose another  103 staff  (8.6%) under  the  current  Employment  Control 
Framework by 2014.

While the Department and many local authorities have shown considerable strategic and operational 
agility in responding to the reduction in resources, inevitably there will be a scaling back of activity 
in some areas in the future.  As a result, it will become increasingly difficult for the Department to 
achieve some of its existing strategic objectives.  A further consequence is that the Department, in 
conjunction with other Governmental stakeholders, will need to support Government in developing 
an appropriate  policy response to the funding of local  authorities.   The current  Comprehensive 
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Spending Review, building on the recommendations contained in the Local Government Efficiency 
Review Group Report, offers an opportunity to address this long-running strategic issue.

National Parks and Wildlife Service and Met Éireann
In 2002, the National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS) and Met Éireann were transferred to the 
Department.  The NPWS has 318 full-time equivalent staff (FTEs) and Met Éireann has 185 FTEs. 

In March 2011, following the completion of the ORP review, responsibility for the NPWS was 
transferred to the Department of Arts, Heritage and Gaeltacht Affairs.  Notwithstanding the fact that 
the  NPWS is  no longer  part  of  the  Department,  the  review has  identified  significant  issues  in 
relation  to its  strategic  direction,  leadership,  management  and human resources that  need to be 
addressed.

In Met Éireann, there is a serious human resources problem looming due to the possible retirement 
of up to 30 staff in the next twelve months  (i.e.  potentially 40% of its  staff  will  have left  the 
organisation in the space of three years).  It also needs to address issues relation to its strategic 
direction and leadership. 

EU dimension
While the Department is well-regarded for its representational ability at EU level and for having 
successfully discharged its functions during a number of Ireland’s EU Presidencies, it has a mixed 
record at implementing EU Environmental Directives.  As a result, there have been a significant 
number of European Court of Justice (ECJ) judgements against the State for infringements of EU 
Law.  There are a number of major legacy cases which the Department is currently working to 
resolve  –  e.g.  the  inspection  of  individual  wastewater  treatment  systems  (septic  tanks)  under 
Council  Directive 75/442/EEC on Waste.   There are also significant  implementation challenges 
ahead, for example in relation to the Water Framework Directive (2000/60/EC) which establishes 
an integrated approach to the protection, improvement and sustainable use of rivers, lakes, estuaries, 
coastal waters and groundwater within Europe.

Ireland’s poor implementation record of environmental directives has caused reputational damage at 
EU level.   It  is clear from discussions with the European Commission that it  is determined the 
corpus of EU environmental  law should be properly implemented in all  Member States,  so the 
Department needs to significantly improve its performance in this area in the future (see Box 4.1).

Political dimension
There is a very important political dimension to the Department’s work.  It not only interacts at a 
national level with Ministers, Ministers of State and the Members of the Houses of the Oireachtas, 
but it also interacts at local level through its dealings with city, county and town councillors and 
their  representative associations – the Association of City and County Councils,  Association of 
Municipal Authorities of Ireland, and the Local Authorities Members Association.

The effectiveness of the relationships between the Department, national political interests and local 
political representatives can have a major bearing on the implementation of strategies and policies. 
Also, when developing and implementing its strategies,  the Department must be mindful of the 
need to balance national interests with the requirements of local democracy.  
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Summary:  The Department has a strong capacity to set strategy and develop policy and has 
demonstrated  considerable  strategic  ability  in  its  response  to  the  economic  downturn. 
However, against the background of a broad business agenda and greatly reduced resources, 
it needs to place more emphasis  on prioritising strategies and policies.  It also needs to 
significantly strengthen its implementation capacity.  There are a number of important areas 
where new strategic narratives are required — Housing, Local Government Funding, and 
the Environment.   Finally,  there is a need for much clearer  strategic  vision in both the 
National  Parks  and Wildlife  Service  (NPWS) and Met  Éireann  to  meet  the  challenges 
ahead.  
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Conduct of the review
The review of the Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government involved 118 
meetings, workshops and other discussions as follows:

Category Number of 
Meetings

Meetings with Ministers 2

Meeting with members of the Joint Committee on the Environment, Heritage and Local 
Government (DECLG) 1

Meetings with senior management of the DECLG 44

Workshops with staff of the DECLG 30

Meetings with European Commission 3

Meetings and consultations with stakeholders of the Department (including 9 City and 
County Managers) 38

Total 118

Staff  in  the  Corporate  Development  Unit  were  extremely  efficient  in  providing  material  and 
organising meetings and workshops.  Their support and commitment was greatly appreciated and 
enabled the field work to be completed in a timely manner.  The Department’s senior management 
were very generous with their time and constructive and honest in their contributions.  It is clear 
that  all  of  them have  a  strong personal  commitment  to  the  Department  and a  desire  to  see  it 
strengthen its capacity to meet the challenges ahead.

During  the  review all  staff  were  invited  to  complete  an  online  survey on  the  capacity  of  the 
Department in a range of areas.  The response rate was 69% (i.e. 757 responses out of a total of 
1,138 employees) which was particularly good for a self-completion survey.  The views expressed 
through the survey and at  workshops were carefully  considered  and informed the analysis  and 
findings in this report.  

Assessment of the Department’s capacity to meet its challenges

Strategy:  Setting strategic direction
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Introduction
The strategic direction of the Department  is strongly influenced by both national and European 
requirements.  At national level, successive Programmes for Government have shaped the broad 
direction  of strategy and policy in  areas  such as housing,  local  government,  and planning.   At 
European level, EU law and policy has had a major bearing on strategic direction in areas such as 
water, waste, climate change and the natural heritage.  Increasingly, the Department is required to 
take a whole-of-government approach as it develops and oversees the implementation of strategy 
because many of its activities have a strong cross-cutting dimension.

The successes
The Department  has a deserved reputation for setting strategy and policy and that still  remains 
notwithstanding decentralisation and a number of major organisational challenges over the last few 
years.   The  Department  has  also demonstrated  a  capacity  to  reorient  its  strategic  direction  and 
policy focus in the context of the economic downturn.  For example, it has changed the focus of the 
Water Services Investment Programme, and established a new leasing initiative for the delivery of 
social housing. 

There are many examples of good strategies and policies across all areas of the Department, for 
example:-

• National Spatial Strategy 2002 -2020

• Delivering Homes, Sustaining Communities — The Housing Policy Statement

• Waste Management — Changing our Ways (1998) and subsequent policy development

• National Climate Change Strategy 2007 - 2012

• Green Paper on Local Government Reform – Stronger Local Democracy – Options for  
Change (2008)

• Government  Policy  on  Architecture  2009  –  2015.   Towards  a  Sustainable  Future:  
Delivering Quality within the Built Environment.

Overall,  there  was  a  broad  consensus  among  both  internal  and  external  stakeholders  on  the 
Department’s ability to set strategic direction, and indeed a number of people in the latter group 
expressed the view that at a time when strategic and policy-making capacity in other organisations 
had diminished, the Department had managed to retain its capacity in this key area. 

Challenges
While the Department has successfully developed strategies and policies in a range of areas, there 
are a number of critical issues which it needs to address to ensure that it has the capacity to meet 
future strategic needs: 

Prioritisation
The Department is progressing an ambitious strategic agenda and has a particularly onerous work 
programme across all its functional areas.  Over the last few years it has lost a considerable number 
of staff due to retirements and the effects of the Employment Control Framework.  As a result, it 
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now finds itself stretched, especially at senior management levels where some officials have very 
large workloads and are genuinely under considerable sustained pressure.

The overwhelming view of internal stakeholders from Assistant Principal Officer level upwards is 
that  the scale  of the workload in  the Department  is  a big challenge.   Among the comments  at 
interviews  and  workshops  were  –  “the  Department  is  too  stretched”,  “there  are  too  many 
priorities”, and “the volume of work is excessive relative to the available resources”.  Similar views 
were expressed by a number of external stakeholders who have knowledge of the internal workings 
of the Department.

While there are clearly consequences for the individual well-being and performance of officials 
who have to carry large workloads over sustained periods of time, there are also consequences for 
the Department in terms of its own performance.  The most notable of these are the inability to 
progress  issues  at  the  pace  required,  the  difficulty  in  ensuring  that  policies  are  properly 
implemented and the lack of time for improvement and innovation.

The ongoing pressure on staff resources will challenge the Department to be much more rigorous 
and disciplined about setting strategic priorities than it  has been in the past.   This will  involve 
taking decisions on what issues should no longer be classified as priorities, having regard to the 
scale  of  the  workload  and  the  requirements  of  key  stakeholders.   Alternatively,  the  issue  of 
redeploying resources from other lower priority areas in the wider public service will need to be 
addressed. 

Strategy implementation  
A  significant  number  of  internal  and  external  stakeholders  were  of  the  opinion  that  the 
Department’s record in implementing strategy and policy is very mixed.  While there have been 
some major successes, for example the water investment programme, the emissions trading system 
under the  National Climate Change Strategy 2007 - 2012,  the Plastic Bag Levy and the Waste 
Electrical and Electronic Equipment (WEEE) initiative, there have been some notable failures, for 
example  the  implementation  of  certain  EU Environmental  Directives  (see  Box 4.1),  aspects  of 
planning and housing policy, and ensuring building standards are enforced.
It is clear from the evidence of stakeholders that the Department struggles to have its strategies and 
policies implemented for a number of reasons: 

• The implementation structures are unwieldy – e.g. there  are 88 housing authorities  with 
which the Department must deal in relation to some housing matters; 

• There is a lack of resources and expertise in some local authorities for the delivery of certain 
policies;

• The Department is not sufficiently cognisant at times of the operational implications of its 
policies (this points to the need to have staff who have knowledge of frontline delivery as 
well as strong policy capacity); and 

• There is resistance at times at local level to national policies such as planning.

While the local government system cannot simply be viewed as an agent of the Department due to 
the constitutional and statutory provisions which underpin it, there is nonetheless a need for a more 
effective form of partnership between it and the Department to ensure greater and more consistent 
implementation of Government policies.  In this context, the Department needs to strengthen its 
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capacity in the areas of governance, performance and project management, and accountability (see 
section on Managing delivery: Governance).

New strategic narratives
A number of key internal and external stakeholders emphasised the important role the Department 
can play in contributing to national  economic recovery,  and identified a need for new strategic 
narratives in a number of areas:

• Local authority funding – against the backdrop of a steep decline in funding from central 
government,  reduced  local  revenue  streams  and  the  recommendations  contained  in  the 
Report of the Local Government Efficiency Review Group, the strategic options for local 
authority funding need to be addressed urgently.

• Housing – the large number  of incomplete  housing developments  and vacant  completed 
developments  (as  detailed  in  the  National  Survey  of  Ongoing  Housing  Developments 
published by the Department in 2010) point towards the need for a strategic response to 
housing which goes beyond the recent leasing initiative for the delivery of social housing. 
Stakeholders emphasised the importance of a joined-up approach with the Department of 
Social Protection in order to ensure that a holistic approach to housing support is taken, 
particularly given the significant  number  of people receiving assistance through the rent 
supplement scheme.

• Environment – in the context of developments at national and EU level on environmental 
matters (including the reviews of the Environmental Protection Agency and the National 
Parks and Wildlife  Service,  national  developments in relation to waste management  and 
water, and the evaluation of the European Commission’s Sixth Environment Action Plan), a 
new policy context  is  unfolding which will  challenge  the Department  to develop a new 
strategic  narrative  on  the  environment.   This  should  complement  any  additional 
Environment  Action  Plan  which  may  be  adopted  by  the  European  Parliament  and  the 
Council in the future.

 
Strategic direction in the National Parks and Wildlife Service and Met Éireann
There are significant strategic weaknesses in both the National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS) 
and Met Éireann. 

In relation to the NPWS, the overwhelming view of stakeholders is that it lacks strategic direction 
and in the words of one internal  stakeholder,  “no real strategic thinking takes place outside of  
reacting to ECJ [European Court of Justice] judgements”.  There is an absence of clarity on the 
future role of the NPWS, especially the balance between conservation and visitor management; 
clear operational protocols for field staff need to be developed (because locally subjective advice is 
sometimes given to stakeholders); and there is a need to set clear objectives for each main area of 
activity.  The Department has now appointed a new Assistant Secretary with responsibility for the 
NPWS  who  has  commenced  dealing  with  the  strategic  and  operational  challenges  facing  it. 
However, there needs to be a sustained commitment by the Department of Arts, Heritage and the 
Gaeltacht to this area so that the NPWS can realise its potential and make the desired contribution 
to both conservation and tourism.

Although Met Éireann has  its  own strategy and corporate  plans,  it  also suffers from a lack of 
strategic direction.  There is a sense of ‘strategic drift’ in the organisation.  It has already lost a 
considerable number of staff and is faced with the loss of even more over the next twelve months. 

77



ORP Report on the Department of the Environment, Community and Local Government

Consequently stakeholders believe that Met Éireann urgently needs a more realistic strategic plan 
which will set out its key priorities for the next three years and how it will address the shortage of 
staff resources.  In the longer term, the Department needs to review Met Éireann’s business model 
and, drawing on international best practice, examine options for its future status in order for it to 
develop as an organisation and deliver new services to meet the needs of its customers.

Box 4.1

Strategic implementation: EU Environmental Directives 

One of  the  biggest  strategic  challenges  facing  the  Department  is  the  implementation  of  EU 
Environmental Directives.  Ireland has performed poorly in this area and at the time of writing 
there are 7 Letters of Formal Notice and 5 Reasoned Opinions outstanding under Article 258 of 
the Treaty; as well as 8 decisions of the European Court of Justice (ECJ) which have yet to be 
implemented to the satisfaction of the European Commission.  Of the 27 Member States, Ireland 
has one of the poorest compliance records and this has resulted in reputational damage to the 
State at EU level.

Interestingly, none of the many stakeholders (both internal and external) consulted about this 
problem felt that Ireland had been unfairly treated.  Their overall assessment was that the EU 
Commission  had  been  pragmatic  and  reasonable  in  seeking  to  have  the  corpus  of  EU 
environmental law properly implemented by Ireland.  Many of them also pointed out that Ireland 
had made commitments to the EU Commission in the past which hadn’t been kept so it is not 
surprising that the Commission is now taking a much firmer line.

The  non-implementation  of  EU  Environmental  Directives  is  a  complex  matter  and  the 
Department inherited a number of “legacy” cases when the responsibility for natural heritage 
matters  was transferred to it  in 2002 (note: responsibility for heritage matters has now been 
reassigned to the Department of Arts, Heritage and the Gaeltacht). Nevertheless, stakeholders 
identified a number of underlying reasons for the Department’s poor performance in this area: 

1. Inadequate  engagement  with  the  EU  Commission  prior  to  the  publication  of  EU 
Directives — while the Department has a good understanding of how business is 
done at EU level, engagement at political and senior management level before a 
legislative proposal is published is generally weak; and when it does occur it is often 
too late.   In  contrast,  a  number of stakeholders  referred  to  the effectiveness of the 
United Kingdom’s  engagement  with the Commission when the  latter  is  shaping  its 
proposals. 

2. Poor consultation with stakeholders — when the Commission is developing a proposal, 
a proper consultation process with key stakeholders (e.g. local authorities) is not set in 
train early enough.  In addition, communications with local interests are generally poor 
during the period when a proposal is being discussed at EU level and after it has been 
adopted (e.g. turf-cutting restrictions under the Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC). 

3. Implementation structures are not conducive to effective and timely implementation — 
having 34 local authorities with responsibility for the implementation of measures in 
some areas (e.g. water) is not conducive to effective or timely implementation.  The 
problem is exacerbated by the lack of accountability at  local authority level for the 
delivery of national  policy priorities  and the lack of effective  joined-up approaches 
between  Departments,  particularly  in  relation  to  measures  that  have  an  agricultural 
dimension.
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4. Resources  — incomplete  implementation  is  sometimes  due  to  inadequate  financial 
resources at local authority level – e.g. waste water treatment.  There is also a problem 
in  some  of  the  smaller  local  authorities  with  regard  to  the  availability  of  certain 
specialist skills. 

5. Local political resistance — there is often strong local political resistance to certain 
measures,  especially  designations  and  conservation  measures,  and  it  can  be  very 
difficult for the Department to overcome this.  The absence of an effective policy for 
sustained  engagement  and  communications  with  local  interests  compounds  the 
difficulties in this regard. 

6. Poor forward planning — the Department does not have a strong record in designing 
well-thought through and coherent project plans for the implementation of Directives. 
There is  also a tendency on occasions to  lose continuity and momentum at  critical 
stages  as  a  Directive  proceeds  from  negotiations  to  transposition  and  then  to 
implementation. 

Despite  the  many  difficulties,  stakeholders  have  said  that  there  have  been  significant 
improvements in the Department’s performance in some areas, for example waste and water. 
Stakeholders also stressed that the legal frameworks for  the various directives are largely in 
place and much more importance is attached to the implementation of EU Directives by the 
MAC.  Moreover,  it  is  recognised  at  EU level  that  there  has  been  “a  cultural  shift”  in  the 
Department’s attitude to Directives in recent times and this is reflected in the reduction in the 
number of ‘live’ infringement cases from 32 to 20 in 2010. 

However, significant legacy problems remain, particularly in relation to planning and natural 
heritage issues.  There are also major new challenges ahead, for example the Water Framework 
Directive (a wide-reaching measure that will replace some existing water quality directives, and 
which will establish an integrated approach to the protection, improvement and sustainable use 
of  rivers,  lakes,  estuaries,  coastal  waters  and  groundwater  within  Europe)  and  the  Marine 
Strategy  Framework  Directive  (which  is  now  overdue  and  has  significant  organisational 
implications).

Overall, the Department has learnt some of the lessons from its past experiences, but it still needs 
to strengthen its capacity to implement EU Environmental Directives.  It needs to utilise to a 
greater  extent Joint Implementation Frameworks with key stakeholders,  improve the level of 
enforcement  in  critical  areas by ensuring greater  cross-compliance  with other measures,  and 
establish more effective internal processes, especially in the area of ICT. 

Finally,  there  is  an  important  issue  for  central  government  as  compliance  with  certain  EU 
Environmental Directives carries with it additional resource implications for the Department, its 
agencies and local authorities. 
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Strategy:  Giving leadership

Summary:  While the Department is generally well-led at senior management level, there is 
a  need  to  strengthen  internal  leadership  in  a  number  of  areas:  the  National  Parks  and 
Wildlife  Service,  Met  Éireann  and  in  decentralised  offices.   Externally,  the  leadership 
record is more mixed — there have been some significant successes e.g. water services and 
waste management but there have also been some notable failures.  Overall, the Department 
needs to  improve its  capacity to negotiate,  influence,  build alliances  and problem-solve 
when  it  is  leading  complex  policy  measures  that  involve  strong,  disparate  stakeholder 
groups.

Internal leadership

Management Advisory Committee (MAC)
The Department is well-led at Management Advisory Committee level, and the Secretary General 
and Assistant Secretaries have shown an ability to manage difficult internal issues and challenging 
interfaces.  Internal stakeholders are particularly complimentary about the MAC, describing it as 
“unified”, “committed”, “hard-working”, “dynamic” and “supportive”. 

While the MAC has a strong focus on corporate issues, it is weaker on joined-up approaches to 
policy matters.   Major  policy issues  have  tended to  be  handled  by the Minister,  the  Secretary 
General and the relevant Assistant Secretary and did not generally go formally before the MAC. 
This limited the capacity to develop a coherent joined-up approach to them across the Department.  

The Department  is  also weak at  assimilating new functions.   It  struggled to fully integrate  the 
NPWS (a  direct  delivery  service)  and  the  coordination  of  activities  was  an  ongoing  challenge 
throughout  the period when the NPWS formed part  of  the Department.   There  have also been 
difficulties with the integration of Met Éireann, and many stakeholders there have expressed the 
view that  it  is  an “outpost”  of  the Department.   As the Department  assumes responsibility  for 
community affairs, it needs to apply appropriate lessons arising from the transfers of the NPWS and 
Met Éireann to the assimilation of its new staff and functions.

The MAC faces a significant leadership challenge in relation to the new decentralised office in 
Wexford.   Currently,  no  Assistant  Secretary  is  based  there  permanently;  instead  each  of  them 
spends one day per week in the office with the MAC meeting there on a monthly basis.  However, 
this  arrangement  is  not  viewed  positively  by  many  staff  in  Wexford  and  is  perceived  as 
demonstrating a lack of commitment to the office.  The current arrangements are unsustainable on a 
long-term basis and are not an effective way of giving leadership to staff in Wexford.

There  is  a  further  issue  to  be  addressed  in  relation  to  the  decentralised  office  in  Ballina.   A 
significant number of clerical staff there do not have sufficient work and, as a consequence, morale 
among them is very low.  The Department needs to examine the full range of options for dealing 
with this  problem,  including  the possibilities  offered by the  recent  transfer  to  it  of  community 
affairs functions, which are being carried out from a Government office in Tubbercurry, Co. Sligo. 

Finally, a number of internal stakeholders also stressed the importance of MAC communicating as 
an entity, as this conveys a greater sense of leadership especially to more junior staff. 
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Principals and professional and technical advisors
The Department is fortunate to have some very capable Principals and professional and technical 
advisors among its ranks.  There has been a generational change at Principal level,  with a new 
cohort  of  younger  POs joining the  Department  in  order  to  decentralise  to  Wexford.   They are 
enthusiastic and their staff rate them highly because of their good interpersonal skills and supportive 
management styles.  The Department’s professional and technical advisors are also well-regarded 
for their competence and expertise, and over the last five years have been an invaluable source of 
corporate memory for the organisation in the context of decentralisation. 

Nevertheless, it is clear from interviews with many external stakeholders that the Department has 
lost a considerable amount of corporate memory at middle and senior management levels.  The 
words of one interviewee aptly summed up the overall view: “the reservoir of corporate knowledge 
has been seriously diminished by decentralisation”.  While the newer staff are unquestionably very 
capable,  they  lack  experience  and  in-depth  understanding  of  key  areas,  especially  the  local 
government  sector.   This  situation  is  likely  to  improve  over  time,  but  in  the  meantime  local 
authority stakeholders have pointed to the need for arrangements whereby newer senior managers 
could be more systematically familiarised with local government and its senior personnel and front 
line delivery challenges.  

National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS)
Leadership of the NPWS is a complex and challenging task because it is a dispersed service with its 
own systems and distinct culture.  The most senior position in the NPWS was vacant for over a year 
due to the fact that the Department could not get sanction to fill the post; however, it is now headed 
up  by  an  Assistant  Secretary.   There  is  considerable  disenchantment  amongst  staff  with  the 
leadership and lack of direction in the NPWS.  The comments included “there is little leadership 
from the top”, “senior management are invisible” and “management are not in touch at all with  
staff on the ground”.  There are also issues with leadership at regional level and many staff feel that 
the  current  structures  give  rise  to  fragmented  leadership  and  are  not  conducive  to  good 
management.  While the process of addressing operational difficulties in the NPWS has commenced 
with the roll-out and implementation of the Grant Thornton Report40, stakeholders stressed the need 
for specific measures to be taken to strengthen leadership capacity at all levels.

Met Éireann
Concerns about internal leadership were also expressed by staff in Met Éireann with a significant 
majority of them expressing the view in the staff survey that senior management does not display 
effective leadership.  Many staff at all levels spoke of the “conservative” and “non-communicative” 
leadership culture in the organisation.  They pointed to the need for a clearer sense direction, greater 
collaboration  at  senior  level,  improved  delegation  and  accountability,  more  effective 
communication, better management and motivation of staff, and stronger performance management. 

External leadership

Examples of strong leadership
Many  stakeholders  spoke  positively  about  the  effectiveness  of  the  external  leadership  of  the 
Department in relation to issues such as the regional planning guidelines, strategic infrastructure, 
Social and affordable housing, implementation of the plastic bag levy, and emergency management. 

40 Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government, Organisational Review of the National Parks
  and Wildlife Service (NPWS), July 2010
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In  the  case  of  all  of  the  foregoing,  good  underlying  strategies/policies  coupled  with  effective 
leadership have resulted in significant improvements in the delivery of services. 

Also,  increasingly,  senior  managers  are  contributing  to  public  conferences  and seminars  which 
enhance the reputation and leadership profile of the Department in many areas.   

Shortcomings
However,  the  Department’s  external  leadership  has  been  more  effective  in  some areas  than  in 
others. Significant short-comings in leadership capacity have been evident in the implementation by 
the  Department  of  EU  Environmental  Directives  (see  Box  4.1).   In  this  regard  a  number  of 
stakeholders  expressed  the  view  that  the  Department  needed  to  improve  its  capacity  to 
communicate, influence, and negotiate with strong, disparate stakeholder groups. 

Other shortcomings were evident in how the Department dealt with the over-zoning of development 
land by local authorities in the early 2000s.  Although this is a complicated issue involving many 
factors and the Department, to its credit, intervened in a number of over-zoning cases, some key 
stakeholders expressed the view that it  must shoulder some responsibility for not being a more 
effective counter-weight to decisions at local level — especially when the cumulative effect of such 
decisions gave rise to major problems at national level (see Box 4.2 below).

Finally, one of the major external leadership challenges for the Department is the need for stronger 
leadership of social housing policy.  Notwithstanding innovations such as the leasing initiative for 
the  delivery  of  social  housing,  a  number  of  key  stakeholders  across  Government  felt  that  the 
Department has been overly conservative in its approach.  They expressed the view that a new 
narrative for the delivery of social housing is required, having regard to current market conditions 
as  well  as  the  significant  numbers  of  people  receiving  support  through  the  Rent  Supplement 
Scheme administered by the Department of Social Protection.

Box 4.2

Giving leadership:  Dealing with over-zoning by local authorities                    

One  of  the  most  important  areas  where  the  Department  must  give  strong  and  decisive 
leadership is in relation to national planning policy matters. 

During  the  period  1997 –  2007,  an  extensive  amount  of  residential  land  was  zoned  by 
planning authorities in their development plans.  While a good supply of residentially zoned 
and serviced land is important for a well-functioning housing market, an excess of zoned 
land can lead to difficulties in coordinating the provision of expensive public services and in 
guiding the long term development of a region.  The figures indicate that nationally, as of 30 
June 2009, there are approximately 44,000 hectares of undeveloped zoned land available for 
residential development.  This compares with a demand for approximately 12,500 hectares. 
In other words,  there is  an excess of 31,500 hectares or over 2.5 times what is  actually 
needed nationally up to 2016.  However, in some local areas, the excess is substantially 
higher – seven times what’s needed in the case of County Clare.

In 2000, the Houses of the Oireachtas passed the Planning and Development  Act which 
substantially revised and consolidated planning law in Ireland.  Following the enactment of 
this  legislation,  the  Department  developed  the  National  Spatial  Strategy  in  2002  and 
published the Regional Planning Guidelines (RPGs) in 2004.  Thus, by the end of 2004 there 
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was a comprehensive and robust legal basis and coherent national framework for planning 
and development in place.

The evidence from stakeholders indicates that prior to 2004 the Department was aware of 
excessive zoning by some planning authorities and intervened with various levels of success 
in a number of cases.  However, by early 2004 it had become clear that what had started as a 
local problem was rapidly becoming an issue with serious national implications, particularly 
due  to  excessive  zoning  in  the  commuter  belt  around Dublin  and in  counties  along  the 
western seaboard.  Stakeholders stated that the Department was slow to react for a number of 
reasons: it wanted to give the RPGs a chance to work; it was conscious of the democratic 
and legal entitlement of local authorities to make certain decisions in their own areas; and 
there were considerable political and other pressures at the time.

Nevertheless by the end of 2005, it had become clear that some local authorities were not 
following the RPGs (e.g. Laois County Council) and there was a need for concerted action. 
Over the next five years a series of ministerial directions were issued to planning authorities 
overturning  certain  zoning  decisions.   Although  these  had  positive  impacts,  they  were 
arguably too late as the problem had already got out of hand. 

From a leadership perspective, the Department’s performance in responding to the excessive 
zoning  by  planning  authorities  illustrates  a  number  of  its  fundamental  strengths  and 
weaknesses.   In  terms  of  strengths,  the  Department  demonstrated  its  inherent  ability  to 
develop  strong and coherent  policies,  its  capacity  to  understand and address  a  complex 
situation, and its determination to take decisive action, notwithstanding the pressures of the 
time, including the fact that it was operating within the context of a wider construction and 
property-fuelled boom.  However, in terms of weaknesses, the Department was too slow in 
enforcing its policies in 2004 and 2005, at a time when it was of critical importance that 
national considerations should take precedence over local decisions in planning matters. 

Stakeholders believe that the Department has learned important lessons from dealing with 
the excessive zoning by planning authorities, many of which are reflected in the provisions 
of the Planning and Development (Amendment) Act 2010.  However, they also believe that 
the Department should ensure that in the future comprehensive information on key aspects of 
planning  should  be  published  at  regular  intervals  to  facilitate  greater  transparency  and 
scrutiny of the planning and development process.

Strategy:  Creating shared understanding

Summary:  The  Department  has  a  strong  commitment  to  creating  a  high-level  of  shared 
understanding with a broad range of stakeholders.  Overall,  however, the results are mixed. 
While internal shared understanding has improved, there is still room for further improvement. 
For example, there is a need to underpin the strong level of cooperation across the Department 
with  more  formal  systems  and  greater  use  of  technology.   Externally,  the  level  of  shared 
understanding between the Department and its agencies is very good.  However, both internal 
and external stakeholders say that the structures and systems to facilitate shared understanding 
with local authorities need strengthening, notwithstanding the positive working relationships on 
both sides.   Finally,  there is  a need to improve the level of shared understanding with the 
Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine.
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Introduction 

The creation of a high-level of understanding between the Department and its stakeholders is an 
important  and  challenging  task  because  of  the  broad  remit  of  the  Department,  its  geographic 
dispersal, and its reliance on a large network of bodies (local authorities and agencies) to implement 
policies.   The  Department  displays  a  genuine  commitment  to  shared  understanding,  and  a 
considerable amount of stakeholder consultation and engagement takes place.  Stakeholders have 
indicated that this is often done well, and have cited a number of examples in support of this view. 
However, overall, the results are mixed and there is scope for significant improvement in the levels 
of internal and external shared understanding.

Internal shared understanding

Inter-divisional co-operation
There  is  generally  a  high  degree  of  internal  shared  understanding  within  the  divisions  in  the 
Department.   There  is  an effective  business  planning  process  in  place  and divisional  meetings 
between Assistant Secretaries and their Principal Officers play an important role in coordinating 
business.  However, there is strong evidence from staff workshops of a lack of coherence within 
certain  divisions due to the fact  that  their  sections are now physically dispersed (e.g.  housing). 
There is also poor shared understanding within the National Parks and Wildlife Service (which has 
recently transferred to the Department of Arts, Heritage and the Gaeltacht) with staff in each region, 
in the absence of central  guidance,  tending to make their  own local decisions on policy-related 
matters  such  as  planning  applications  and  wind-turbines.   There  is  also  an  absence  of  shared 
learning  and poor internal  communications  – for  example,  where similar  scientific  projects  are 
being undertaken in two or more national parks. 

Shared understanding between divisions is improving with good team-working and coordination 
between many areas – for example,  cross-divisional teams on Climate Change and the National 
Spatial  Strategy,  coordination  between  Housing  Division  and  Planning  Division,  and  between 
Water Services and Planning Division. 

Despite the improvements between divisions, many external stakeholders have said that from their 
vantage  points  there  is  a  lack  of  connectivity  within  the  Department  and  it  can  appear 
“disaggregated”.   Internal  stakeholders  have said that  the formal  systems  to underpin effective 
joined-up working are weak.  Overall, the evidence indicates that there is scope to improve shared 
understanding in the following ways:

(1) The MAC should have a stronger cross-cutting approach to major policy initiatives

(2) There should be more “thematic” planning around major issues (i.e. similar to the very 
effective  multi-disciplinary  and  multi-agency  plan  developed  by  the  Department  to 
underpin the National Survey of Ongoing Housing Developments), and

(3) A department-wide GIS system should be developed to bring greater coherence and clarity 
to the extensive range of departmental activities in the area of land-use.
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Met Éireann
Met Éireann operates with a significant degree of autonomy from the Department.  Its Director does 
not sit on the MAC and only a small number of officials have regular contact with senior managers 
in the Department.  Not surprisingly,  therefore, there is a perception among stakeholders in Met 
Éireann  that  it  is  an  “outpost”  of  the  Department.   They have  also  described  Met  Éireann  as 
“extremely compartmentalised” and spoken of the difficulties  in running projects  which have a 
cross-divisional dimension. 

Externally,  Met Éireann has built  up strong international  networks and there is  a high level  of 
understanding with other scientific/technical organisations nationally.  However, the level of shared 
understanding with commercially-oriented stakeholders is weak, and a number were strongly of the 
view that  Met  Éireann  should significantly  improve  its  performance  in  terms  of  servicing  and 
interacting with its clients. 

Overall,  there  is  significant  scope  for  Met  Éireann  to  improve  its  internal  and  external  shared 
understanding with stakeholders.  The Department needs to integrate Met Éireann more closely into 
its wider operations or consider other options for its development.

External shared understanding

Government Departments 
The Department invests a lot of time consulting and working with other Government Departments, 
both bilaterally and as part of inter-departmental groups and Cabinet Sub-Committees.  External 
stakeholders have spoken highly of the Department, and have said that its officials are “committed”, 
“trustworthy”, and “prepared to look at options”.  The evidence indicates that the Department has 
worked successfully across Government in sectors such as housing, climate change and planning. 

However, the Department has been less successful in working with the Department of Agriculture, 
Food and the Marine in  connection with EU Directives,  and a number  of internal  stakeholders 
expressed the view that notwithstanding major efforts on the Department’s part, the environmental 
dimension  of  the  European  Regional  Development  Fund  is  often  treated  as  a  secondary 
consideration.  For their part, external stakeholders have expressed the view that the Department is 
constantly “playing catch-up” in relation to EU Directives and there is room for improvement in 
negotiating,  influencing  and  problem-solving.   They  were  also  of  the  opinion  that  there  is  a 
challenge  for both the Department  and the Department  of Social  Protection  to  develop a  more 
integrated approach to the Rent Supplement  Scheme (see section on  Strategy: Setting strategic  
direction).

Local authorities
There is a genuine commitment on the part of both the Department and local authorities to
building a high degree of mutual understanding, and it is evident from stakeholder interviews 
that there is considerable loyalty and respect on both sides.

Internal  stakeholders  have  said that  shared  understanding  is  particularly  strong in  the  planning 
sector (e.g. in relation to the Regional Planning Guidelines) and where large funding is involved 
(e.g. water services).  However, external stakeholders have observed that there has been a marked 
disimprovement  in  the  Department’s  understanding  of  local  authority  operations  since 
decentralisation,  especially  the  practical  difficulties  faced  by  local  authorities  in  getting  some 
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policies implemented.  A number of external stakeholders have also indicated that the Department’s 
limited capacity in ICT hampers its approach in this important area.

The Department uses a number of ways to develop a shared understanding with local authorities. 
The joint committee structure with the City and County Managers Association (CCMA) is the main 
formal  mechanism.   This  consists  of  a  plenary  committee  comprising  the  Department’s 
Management  Advisory Committee (MAC) and the CCMA Executive,  together  with seven joint 
sectoral sub-committees e.g. housing, water services, the environment, etc.  The Office of Local 
Authority  Management  supports  the  various  sub-committees  as  well  as  providing  research  and 
support  to  local  authority  managers.   Both internal  and external  stakeholders  say that  the joint 
Department/CCMA committee structure has brought about significant improvements in relation to 
the development of policy and monitoring of implementation.  However, a number of stakeholders 
have said that the absence of a joint sub-committee on natural heritage is a notable weakness. 

The  Department  also  develops  shared  understanding  with  local  authorities  through  bilateral 
contacts.  This is done extensively in relation to housing matters.  Although quite successful, this 
approach is resource intensive and time-consuming. 

While the formal consultation systems are generally perceived to be working well, stakeholders, 
including at political  level,  have pointed to the need for measures that would bring about more 
consistent  delivery  across  the  entire  local  authority  spectrum.   The  Department  has  moved 
successfully to a regional delivery approach in a number of areas – e.g.  River Basin Management 
Framework, Water Services Investment Programme and the Regional Planning Guidelines – and 
stakeholders have expressed the view that this approach could usefully be replicated in other areas. 
The more widespread usage of regional delivery arrangements would also be consistent with the 
recommendations  on the delivery of services contained in the Report  of the Local  Government 
Efficiency Review Group. 

Partner bodies
There is a high level of shared understanding between the Department and its partner bodies (e.g. 
An  Bord  Pleanála  and  the  Environmental  Protection  Agency).   The  key  bodies  are  generally 
governed by primary legislation setting out their functions and responsibilities  and the evidence 
indicates  that  they  are  staffed  at  Director/CEO  level  senior  levels  by  highly  professional  and 
committed  people  who  work  well  with  the  Department.   A  number  of  internal  and  external 
stakeholders  have  observed  that  the  partner  bodies  have  been  a  valuable  source  of  corporate 
memory for the Department in the aftermath of decentralisation.  

Managing delivery:  Customer service and delivery

Summary:  There is a high level of awareness of customer service issues in the Department 
and a  strong commitment  to  providing  quality  services  to  a  range  of  stakeholders.   The 
Department should address a number of customer service difficulties that have arisen in the 
aftermath of decentralisation and should become more efficient at providing customer service 
to the political system.  In the NPWS, there is a need to improve some visitor facilities in 
national  parks,  and  strengthen  the  consultation  arrangements  with  interested  parties  in 
relation to conservation measures.  Finally, while Met Éireann has a strong customer service 
ethos,  it  needs  to  address  the  customer  service  concerns  of  a  number  of  commercially-
oriented clients.
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Introduction
The  Department  has  a  broad  range  of  customers  including  local  authorities,  agencies,  the  EU 
institutions, the political system, non-governmental organisations and the general public.  It has a 
Customer  Action  Plan  for  2009 to  2011 and this  sets  out  a  range  of  objectives  in  twelve  key 
customer service areas.  The Department reports on its customer service performance in its annual 
report.

Overall, there is a high level of awareness of the importance of customer service among staff at all 
grades  and  a  genuine  commitment  to  providing  good  quality  service  that  meets  the  needs  of 
customers in a fair and transparent way. 

A number of customer service challenges were identified during the course of the review and these 
are discussed below.

Challenges

Customer service post-decentralisation
Both internal and external stakeholders have stated that the quality of customer service in some 
areas has disimproved since decentralisation.  It is evident from the experience of many staff that 
the splitting of functions (especially between Dublin and Wexford) has caused particular confusion 
especially in Housing Division where telephone calls from members of the public are frequently 
transferred to several extensions before queries can be answered.  The other major difficulty arises 
from the loss of corporate memory.  A number of local authority stakeholders have expressed the 
view that the level of understanding of local government is no longer as high as it had been prior to 
decentralisation to Wexford and the introduction of the Incentivised Scheme for Early Retirement 
(ISER).

Serving the political system
One of the most  important  customer groups for the Department  is  the political  system,  both at 
national and local levels.  In 2010, the Minister responded to 2,550 parliamentary questions and the 
Minister and Ministers of State responded to 6,773 representations.

Staff  in  the  Department  are  extremely  conscious  of  the  importance  of  serving  elected 
representatives well, and political stakeholders speak highly of the quality of service, the courtesy 
of staff and their willingness to engage.  However, it is clear from interviews and workshops that 
serving  the  political  system  is  a  resource  intensive  activity.   Staff  at  senior  levels  spend  a 
considerable amount of time answering parliamentary questions (PQs) particularly during periods 
when the Minister is scheduled to answer Oral PQs.  Quite a number of internal stakeholders have 
spoken of the extensive redrafting of PQ replies, or as one individual put it “the constant pursuit of  
perfection and a lot of unnecessary changes being made”.  There is a need to reduce the amount of 
time  spent  by senior  managers  redrafting  replies.   In  this  context,  there  is  an  onus  on  middle 
managers,  who provide the initial  drafts,  to ensure that  they are conversant with current policy 
positions and for the Department to ensure that such information is available and easily accessible 
on internal communications systems such as the intranet.

National Parks and Wildlife Service
The National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS) has a major role in delivering services to the 
public. In 2010 around 2.3 million people visited the seven national parks run by the NPWS. 
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Visitors to national parks enjoy a range of experiences, including exhibitions and talks in the visitor 
centres, and guided walks and special themed events in the environs of the parks.  There are also 
good visitor facilities, including car and coach parking, cafes and gift shops.  The evidence indicates 
that the visitor experiences of national parks are overwhelmingly positive.

Nevertheless, there are some shortcomings in basic customer services in a number of the parks 
which,  despite  the efforts  of  staff  on the  ground,  have not been addressed.   These include  the 
absence of debit and credit card facilities and ATMs, and the lack of on-line facilities for booking 
and paying for walks and events. 

The staff in the national parks are committed and eager to develop the range of services available to 
visitors.  However, there is a need to put in place a structured feedback system with them so that 
their experiences in dealing with customers can be harnessed and used to improve the quality of 
services and facilities.  

Finally, a number of stakeholders referred to the need to develop a more systematic process for 
engaging  with  members  of  the  public  in  relation  to  the  designation  of  areas  for  conservation 
purposes.  While at times these issues can be very controversial and become embroiled in local 
politics,  stakeholders expressed the view that  some of the difficulties could be alleviated if  the 
NPWS consulted with local interests on a more timely and sustained basis. 

Met Éireann
Met Éireann has an important role in the delivery of customer services, providing 24/7, 365 days 
per year weather forecasts to a range of customers, including the general public, the aviation sector, 
broadcasting organisations, and other bodies.  There is a strong customer service ethos among the 
staff and over the years, Met Éireann has become a trusted source of weather information and a 
strong  brand  especially  through  the  public  profile  of  its  forecasters  on  radio  and  television. 
External stakeholders were particularly complimentary about the commitment of staff during severe 
weather situations (e.g. flooding in November 2009, and heavy snow in January and December 
2010).

In parallel with this strong public service performance, however, the evidence also indicates that 
Met  Éireann  is  significantly  better  at  providing  customer  service  to  scientific/technical 
organisations than commercially-oriented ones.  Several of the latter expressed the view that Met 
Éireann did not respond adequately to customer service issues that they had raised.

Finally,  there  are  a range of commercial  opportunities  that  Met Éireann is  unable  to exploit  at 
present due to resource restrictions (for example forecasting services for the wind-energy sector, 
small-area web-based services etc.).  As a result, it has a limited capacity to generate additional 
revenue.  While it is beyond the scope of the ORP to deal with the future role and status of Met 
Éireann, including the balance between its public service and commercial activities, there is a need 
for its key stakeholders to examine and consider these issues.  
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Managing delivery:  Continuous improvement and innovation

Summary:  The Department has experienced major policy and organisational changes in the 
past  ten years.   While it  is ambitious  in relation to policy change,  it  is  conservative in 
relation to organisational change.  The general consensus among its stakeholders is that 
decentralisation could have been better managed notwithstanding the fact that some issues 
were  outside  the  direct  control  of  the  Department.   Overall,  the  Department  needs  to 
strengthen its change management capacity in relation to planning, project management, 
communications and building a shared understanding of the case for change.  Met Éireann 
also  needs  to  strengthen  its  change  management  capacity  particularly  in  the  areas  of 
leadership, communications, and project management.

Introduction
The Department has experienced major organisational and policy changes in the past ten years. 
Among  the  main  organisational  changes  have  been  the  transfer  of  responsibility  to  it  for  the 
National Parks and Wildlife/National Monuments Services and Met Éireann, and the reassignment 
of responsibility from it  for non-national  roads and the National Vehicle and Driver File.   The 
Department has also undergone major structural changes with the decentralisation of around 200 
posts to Wexford.  Recently, it assumed responsibility for community affairs and responsibility for 
heritage  matters,  including  the  National  Parks  and  Wildlife  Service,  was  transferred  to  the 
Department of Arts, Heritage and the Gaeltacht.

In policy terms, the Department has successfully dealt with a range of areas including the major 
expansion  in  environmental  policy,  the  significant  gearing-up  and  subsequent  scaling-back  of 
infrastructural provision, new frameworks for planning and development, and service indicators for 
local authorities.  

Challenges
While  the  Department  is  ambitious  in  relation  to  policy change,  it  is  much  more  conservative 
regarding organisational change.  For example, it has been slow to address the challenges in ICT 
and customer service issues in the NPWS.  It has also had significant difficulty in assimilating the 
NPWS and Met Éireann into  the Department.   Decentralisation  has been the biggest  structural 
change handled by the Department in recent years and the general consensus among staff is that it 
could have been managed better, notwithstanding the fact that some of issues were outside of the 
Department’s direct control (see Box 4.3). 

Overall,  the evidence indicates that  the Department needs to strengthen its change management 
capacity  in  the  areas  of  planning,  project  management,  communications,  and  building  shared 
understanding of the case for change.

Met Éireann
It is clear from the evidence of stakeholders that there has been limited organisational change in 
Met Éireann over the past decade for a variety of reasons, including inadequate resources, lack of 
direction from successive parent departments and its organisational culture.
 

89



ORP Report on the Department of the Environment, Community and Local Government

Although  there  have  been  a  number  of  good  examples  of  improvement  and  innovation  in 
technical/scientific  areas  (e.g.  climate  change,  marine  systems),  the  record  in  relation  to  major 
organisational  change projects  is  weaker  (e.g.  the  automation  of  weather  stations).   A sizeable 
number of internal stakeholders do not believe that Met Éireann is good at managing change, and 
some external stakeholders, especially in the commercial sector, have observed that the organisation 
has  been  slow  to  respond  to  their  changing  requirements.   The  general  consensus  among 
stakeholders is that Met Éireann is “conservative” in its attitude to improvement and innovation.  

To strengthen its change management capacity,  Met Éireann needs to address leadership, project 
management and communications.

Box 4.3

Managing change:  Decentralisation

In December 2003, as part of the Decentralisation Programme announced in the Budget, the 
Government decided that the Department should transfer all its Dublin-based functions (with 
the exception of Met Éireann, ENFO and a coordination unit) to four locations in the South-
East:   Wexford,  New  Ross,  Waterford  and  Kilkenny.   In  total  660  posts  were  to  be 
transferred to the new offices with the Department’s headquarters moving from the Custom 
House to Wexford.

Although certain processing functions were decentralised to Ballina over twenty years ago, 
the transfer of Dublin-based functions to the South-East was far more complex because it 
involved a total staff turnover of around 1,500 people and the transfer of policy as well as 
operational posts.  There was also considerable uncertainty surrounding how many of the 
original four locations would proceed and eventually it was decided in 2008 that while the 
decentralisation  to  Wexford  would  still  go  ahead,  the  transfer  of  posts  to  New  Ross, 
Waterford and Kilkenny would be deferred pending a review of the overall Decentralisation 
Programme in 2011.

In the course of the ORP review, internal stakeholders at all levels expressed strong views on 
how decentralisation was managed and its impact on the operation of the Department.  Many 
staff  said  that  the  Department  was  very  poor  at  keeping  them  informed  about  its 
decentralisation plans and progress.  Quite a number of them said that they needed to take 
decisions on personal matters (e.g. moving house, children’s education, etc.) but couldn’t in 
the absence of clear information.  The majority of them were also of the opinion that the 
knowledge management and job handover arrangements were inadequate.  In some cases 
staff said there was little or no time for “shadowing” or overlaps and this led to considerable 
difficulties because of the scale of the staff turnover in certain sections.

However, senior management felt that at an operational level decentralisation was handled as 
well as it could have been, especially in view of the scale of the staff turnover and the level 
of uncertainty surrounding the number of locations.  They maintained that the Department 
routinely provided staff with all of the information at its disposal at particular points in time 
and  the  job  handover  arrangements  had  to  be  managed  alongside  increasing  resource 
constraints during the period in question.  They argued that given the difficult circumstances 
involved, maintaining business continuity was a significant achievement by the Department. 

The decision of the Department to split functions (i.e. divisions and in some cases sections) 
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between  different  geographic  locations  also  gave  rise  to  considerable  comment.   While 
senior management stated that it provides staff with the opportunity to work in a range of 
areas in Wexford, most staff at other grades expressed the view that it is an inefficient and 
ineffective way to organise work. 

One of the major unforeseen consequences of decentralisation was its adverse effect on the 
morale of Dublin-based staff.  In its efforts to get the Wexford office up and running, the 
Department effectively overlooked the impact of decentralisation on them.  In addition, it is 
clear that the promotion of staff that had relatively little service in their grades on condition 
that they transfer to Wexford had a particularly negative impact.  The perceived unfairness 
of this was then exacerbated by a small number of them continuing to return regularly to the 
Custom House to work.

Despite  the  considerable  internal  upheaval  over  the  past  six  years,  the  new  Office  in 
Wexford is now fully operational.  Staff have settled into their new roles and morale is good. 
However, if the Wexford office is to be successful in the long-term, the Department needs to 
address a number of important issues:

• Leadership — because no Assistant Secretary is based permanently in Wexford, there 
is  an absence of a figurehead there and a feeling among staff  that  “nobody is  in 
charge”. 

• Splitting of functions — dividing functions between two and, in some cases, three 
locations is inefficient because it increases the management overhead and decreases 
the  level  of  shared  understanding  between  related  areas.   The  division  of  some 
functions in particular is difficult to understand – e.g. emergency planning.

• Corporate  memory  —  there  is  clear  evidence  that  the  Department  has  lost  a 
substantial  amount  of  its  corporate  memory.   Specific  steps  need  to  be  taken  to 
rebuild this and, in particular, to strengthen the relationship and understanding with 
the local government sector. 

• Managing the workload — there is a need for the Department to actively manage the 
Wexford office to ensure that it maintains its viability over time. 

Finally, the Department faces a major challenge in relation to the future of its Ballina Office. 
The evidence from workshops is that a sizeable number of junior staff in certain areas do not 
have enough work and this is causing personal stress and affecting morale.  Given the heavy 
workloads in other areas of the Department, the staff concerned are strongly of the view that 
additional  work  should  be  transferred  to  Ballina.  The  recent  decision  to  transfer 
responsibility  for  community  affairs  to  the  Department  may  assist  in  resolving  the 
Department’s  difficulties  because  it  offers  the  possibility  of  reconfiguring  staffing  and 
workloads in Ballina and Tubbercurry. 
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Managing resources:  Finance

Summary:  The  finance  function  is  competent  and  professional  and  there  is  a  strong 
emphasis on good financial management across the Department.  However, the Department 
needs to develop a financial system which will allow it to gain real-time access to local 
authority  expenditure  and other  data.   It  should also  improve  the transparency of  local 
authority funding.  There is a need as well to strengthen the value-for-money capacity of the 
Local Government Audit Service, particularly in the light of the recommendations in the 
Report of the Local Government Efficiency Review Group.  Finally, the Department should 
develop its Management Information Framework system by linking financial data to key 
outputs.

Introduction 
The budget  of  the  Department  in  2011 is  €1,602 million  of  which €1,002 million  (or  63%) is 
accounted  for  by  capital  expenditure  and  €600  million  (or  37%)  is  current  expenditure.   The 
Department’s  Finance  Unit  is  divided  between  Dublin,  Wexford  and  Ballina,  and  its  Local 
Government Finance Unit is based in Wexford.  The Department has an internal audit unit with four 
staff and this is headed up by a full-time internal auditor at Assistant Principal level.

The Local Government Audit Service (LGAS) is an administrative division of the Department and 
its function is to carry out or assist in carrying out audits of the accounts of local authorities and 
other bodies.  The Director of Audit reports to the Secretary General for administrative purposes 
and each auditor is independent in the performance of his/her professional functions. 

The finance function in the Department is well-regarded by internal stakeholders and is considered 
to be competent and professional by external stakeholders.  There appears to be a good standard of 
financial management generally across the Department and a number of stakeholders praised the 
financial management of its capital programme.  Although there was some staff turnover in the 
Finance Unit during the decentralisation of posts to Wexford, there was no significant impact on its 
performance  or  capacity  because  issues  such  as  knowledge  management,  training  and  staff 
handovers were well managed.

The ORP review has identified a number of capacity issues that the Department should address in 
relation to its financial resource management and these are outlined below.

Challenges 

Management Information Framework (MIF)
The Management Information Framework (MIF) in the Department is relatively underdeveloped 
and  while  the  Oracle  Financial  System  works  well,  it  has  yet  to  be  used  to  provide  better 
management information for decision making.  A number of internal stakeholders have identified 
the need for the Department to strengthen its MIF capacity by linking its financial data to outputs in 
key areas.

Developing an ICT system with real-time access to local authorities
The Department, in the words of one stakeholder, “receives a myriad of financial and other returns 
from local authorities” and there is a lack of coherence in how this information is collected and 
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integrated across the organisation.  The Department should therefore put in place an ICT system 
which will allow it to gain real-time access to local authority expenditure and other relevant data. 
This would enable it to exercise more strategic financial oversight of local authorities.  It should be 
noted that a number of local government stakeholders have indicated that they would welcome the 
development of such a system as they believe it  would reduce their  workload in responding to 
requests for information from the Department.

Improving the transparency of local authority funding
Local authorities receive funding from the Department’s Vote, the Local Government Fund and the 
Environment Fund.  However, external stakeholders find it difficult to track the precise flow of 
money to individual local authorities which makes it difficult to conduct meaningful performance 
dialogue with them.  Stakeholders have stated that the Department should present more clearly (i.e. 
in a consolidated form) the money it pays to local authorities from its Vote, the Local Government 
Fund and the Environment Fund.

Developing a value-for-money capacity in the Local Government Audit Service (LGAS)
The Local Government Audit Service currently does not have adequate staff resources to undertake 
meaningful value for money (vfm) reviews in local authorities and other bodies which it audits.  If 
the recommendation in  the Report  of the Local  Government  Efficiency Review Group that  the 
proportion of resources allocated to vfm work in local authorities be increased is implemented, then 
the LGAS’s capacity in this area should also be strengthened. 

Met Éireann
Met Éireann has its own Finance Unit and it uses the same financial management system as the 
Department, but its accounts are handled by the Department in Ballina.  Given the emphasis on 
shared services both at  national  level  and local authority levels,  the case for consolidating Met 
Éireann’s Finance Unit with the Department’s should be urgently examined.

Managing resources:  HR

Summary: The  Human  Resources  (HR)  Unit  is  regarded  by  internal  stakeholders  as 
competent and professional and, to its credit, has played a significant part in maintaining 
business continuity in the Department during a time of major internal upheaval.  However, a 
number of important HR issues were identified during the review: (1) optimising the use of 
staff resources, (2) addressing certain skills gaps, and (3) dealing with HR shortages in Met 
Éireann.

Introduction
The HR Unit has experienced a particularly challenging few years as a result of decentralisation, the 
Incentivised Scheme for Early Retirement (ISER), the Incentive Career Break Scheme (ICBS), and 
the  Employment  Control  Framework.   To  its  credit,  the  Unit  has  played  a  significant  role  in 
maintaining  business  continuity  during  a  period  of  major  staff  turnover.   It  is  competent  and 
professional but has lost a lot of expertise and is gradually rebuilding its knowledge base of HR 
procedures and practices. 
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The Training  and Development  Unit  in the  Department  is  well  regarded by staff,  and the link 
between training and the Performance Management and Development System (PMDS) is working 
very  well.   A  number  of  stakeholders  also  commented  on  the  Partnership  Committee  and  in 
particular the genuine commitment of its members to making a positive contribution at a time of 
major challenges for the Department.  A key objective for the Committee in the future will be to 
increase the rate of staff participation, particularly for those working outside of Dublin.

A number of significant challenges in the area of human resources management were identified 
during the course of the review and these are outlined below.

Challenges

Optimising the use of resources
As outlined earlier in this report, it is clear that the Department is very stretched at some grades and 
in certain areas.  Furthermore, over the next five years it will lose a further 103 staff (or 8.5% of its 
total staff complement) under the Employment Control Framework.  Against this background, the 
Department needs to optimise the use of its existing resources to relieve some of the pressure in 
areas  that  have particularly  heavy workloads  and in  this  context  stakeholders  have identified  a 
number of issues which should be addressed:

(i) Staff allocation:  The evidence from the staff survey, interviews and workshops is that 
staff  allocation  is  poor  in  the  Department.   Among  the  comments  were  that  “staff  
allocations are uneven and inflexible”, “staff are locked into particular areas” and “staff  
are  not  matched  up  to  priorities”.   There  appears  to  be  a  particular  problem  in 
readjusting  staffing  levels  when  there  is  a  significant  increase  or  decrease  in  the 
workload of a given area.  The Department could also do more to ensure that junior and 
middle-ranking staff who possess certain qualifications are assigned to relevant areas. 

(ii) Delegation from Principal Officer level:  A number of staff groups have indicated that 
some Principals have difficulty delegating work to Assistant Principals (AP) and Higher 
Executive Officers (HEO).  As a result, they find themselves under more pressure than 
would otherwise be the case.  The AP and HEO cohort  in the Department  is highly 
committed and could be more effectively utilised in certain areas.

(iii) Integration of professional and administrative staff:  The Department has a significant 
number of professional and technical staff, including twenty-eight at Principal Officer 
equivalent grades, who provide essential expertise in a range of areas.  There has been 
minimal turnover of these staff in the last few years which has helped maintain business 
continuity  and  preserve  corporate  memory  in  many  areas.   The  Department  has 
successfully  integrated  its  professional  and  administrative  staff  in  the  Fire  Services 
Directorate and Building Standards area and should extend this approach to other areas 
in order to strengthen its HR capacity. 

(iv) Mobility between the wider Departmental family:  A number of internal and external 
stakeholders  identified  the  need  for  a  formal  secondment  programme  between  the 
Department, on the one hand, and local authorities and partner bodies, on the other, in 
order to reassign staff who are surplus to requirements in one organisation but needed in 
another (e.g. planners).
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Skills shortages
The following skills shortages were identified during the course of the review: legal, environmental 
economics, marine biologists, planners, ICT specialists, building standards specialists and quantity 
surveyors.

A number of external stakeholders stated that there is a particular need for greater legal capacity 
within the Department, given the volume and complexity of legal issues handled by it and the need 
for greater legal involvement in areas such as drafting guidelines on legislation and EU directives, 
checking secondary legislation, and advising on prosecutorial matters. 

Stakeholders also pointed to weaknesses in the Department’s  economic capacity,  particularly in 
view of the strong economic dimension to many of its policies on environmental and infrastructural 
matters. 

Against the backdrop of the Employment Control Framework, addressing skills deficits will be a 
major challenge for the Department. 

The HR situation in Met Éireann
Met Éireann is facing a particularly difficult HR situation in the next twelve months which will 
place a serious strain on the delivery of its services.  In the past two years it has lost almost 20% of 
its staff and over the next year it faces the prospect of losing another 20% because of retirements 
(the age profile  of Met  Éireann’s  staff  mean that  approximately 30 people will  be eligible  for 
retirement  in  2011).   The loss of staff  is  compounded by the length of time it  takes  to recruit 
replacements.  While the Department and Met Éireann are attempting to devise a solution to this 
problem, it remains a major operational risk.

Managing resources:  ICT

Summary:  There  are  significant  ICT  capacity  issues  facing  the  Department.  Senior 
management need to set a clearer strategic direction for ICT development to more effectively 
support the operation of the Department.  There is also a need to address the shortage of ICT 
skills, the lack of connectivity with local authorities, the absence of a department-wide GIS, 
and weaknesses in data management.  Met Éireann should streamline the delivery of its ICT 
services, and strengthen governance and project management.

Introduction
Policy-oriented organizations often place a lesser emphasis on ICT than large service delivery and 
data processing entities; and for a time their weakness in this area can be masked by the capacity of 
bodies under their aegis.  Nevertheless, they usually reach a point where their weaknesses begin to 
compromise their ability to carry out some of their core functions effectively (e.g. monitoring the 
implementation of policy and evaluating its impact).  The Department is now at this point and needs 
to invest significantly in its ICT capacity to meet its future strategic needs. 

Facts 
There are 26 staff (full time equivalents) working in the ICT area who serve as a central resource 
for all business areas.  Of these, approximately half are technically qualified and half are involved 
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in a range of administrative activities.  Over the last number of years the major focus of the ICT 
Unit has been to ensure that the ICT requirements of the new decentralised office in Wexford were 
met, and to its credit it managed to do this while at the same time continuing to provide services for 
the rest of the Department. 

The Department has outsourced its technical support function.  This works well and is regarded as a 
pragmatic and cost-effective way of providing such services to end-users.  Systems development 
work is  also done externally.   The various functional  areas developed their  own systems using 
specialist contractors because the ICT Unit did not have the capacity to do it for them.  As a result, 
there are now many stand-alone systems and data holdings in the Department.    

Areas of concern
 
Senior management leadership of ICT 
It is the clear view of a number of key stakeholders that there has been insufficient leadership from 
senior management in relation to ICT and a lack of understanding of what it can do to support the 
business  of  the  Department.   In  June  2009  an  ICT  Governance  Committee  was  established 
comprising  three  Assistant  Secretaries  and  the  Principal  Officer  with  responsibility  for  ICT. 
Stakeholders believe it is essential that this group provides a strong vision and strategic focus for 
ICT into the future. 

Skills capacity of the ICT Unit
The skills capacity of the ICT Unit is limited.  Over the years the Department never availed of 
specialist ICT recruitment and it lost staff during the decentralisation to Wexford.  Only half of its 
staff have the capability to undertake technical ICT work, and its systems development capacity is 
low (a lot of its time is spent maintaining systems developed by third parties).
 
Lack of connectivity with local authorities
The Department lacks the capacity to connect with the financial, human resources and geographic 
information systems in local authorities (see also  Managing resources:  Finance).  To quote one 
local authority stakeholder, “the Department needs to do a lot of work to systemise its information  
collection  processes”.   Better  connectivity  with  local  authorities  would  not  only  improve  the 
efficiency of data  collection,  but would enhance the capacity to oversee the implementation  of 
policy and enable more effective oversight of the local government sector.

Absence of a corporate-wide Geographic Information System (GIS)
Although  the  Department  has  some  GIS  capacity  (a  GIS  is  being  developed  in  the  Planning 
Division and there is one in the NPWS which has been transferred out of the Department), it lacks a 
corporate-wide  GIS.   This  is  a  major  weakness  because  it  makes  it  more  difficult  for  the 
Department to have a coherent and integrated approach to land-use matters.

Data management
Because of the number of stand-alone systems, data management is fragmented and inefficient in 
the Department.   There are  lots  of “data-islands” and data  integration  between related  areas  is 
generally poor.  It is evident from the contributions of stakeholders at workshops that the splitting 
of  divisions  and  sections  among  different  locations  under  decentralisation  has  exacerbated  the 
problem by increasing the tendency to maintain data locally rather than centrally, often leading to 
unnecessary duplication of information holdings.  Stakeholders point to the need for a coherent and 
systemic approach to the management of data.  In particular, the Department needs to assess the full 
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suite of current data holdings, determine how data can be rationalised and integrated, and develop 
policies for the future management of it.

Met Éireann
Met Éireann has a small central ICT Unit and many of its divisions exercise a degree of autonomy 
in managing their own ICT affairs.  Similar to the Department, a range of stand-alone systems have 
been developed over the years and a large amount of data is held locally.  While the ICT staff are 
highly competent  technically,  there is a severe shortage of resources.   Part of the solution will 
involve strengthening capacity by streamlining, where possible, the delivery of ICT services and 
establishing an ICT governance system to adjudicate on projects across the organisation. 

Managing delivery:  Governance

Summary:  The internal governance of the Department is strong and effective.  However, 
externally, there needs to be a more coherent oversight framework for partner bodies which 
would complement the existing statutory provisions and informal systems.  While there are 
a  number  of  positive  aspects  to  the  existing  arrangements  for  the  oversight  of  local 
authorities, they need to be strengthened to achieve more even implementation of policy 
across  the  34  local  authorities,  better  measurement  of  performance  and  stronger 
accountability  by senior  officials  in  local  authorities  for  the delivery  of  national  policy 
priorities.

Internal
The  internal  governance  structure  in  the  Department  comprises  the  Management  Advisory 
Committee (MAC), the Senior Managers Network (SMN), and the Internal Audit Unit and Audit 
Committee.

The MAC meets  on a  weekly basis  and holds  monthly meetings  with the  Minister  (MinMac). 
Members of the MAC say that it is a well-led, collegiate group which works effectively – a view 
generally  shared  among  staff  from  Assistant  Principal  level  upwards.   The  MAC  focuses 
significantly on corporate services and governance issues and takes clear decisions on these (further 
details on the MAC are contained in the section on Strategy:  Giving leadership). 

The SMN reports to the MAC.  It consists of Principal Officers, Principal and Senior Advisors, and 
Principal  equivalent  staff  in Met Éireann.   The SMN is also well-regarded,  particularly  among 
professional and technical staff who find it a useful forum for keeping abreast of developments in 
the Department.  It usually meets every two months and hosts an annual conference in January. 
Even though the SMN is more of a network than a decision-making body, it does play a valuable 
role in supporting the MAC and has made a number of significant contributions to the running of 
the Department, for example during the decentralisation of posts to Wexford.

The  Internal  Audit  Unit  and  Audit  Committee  is  the  third  strand  of  the  internal  governance 
structure.  The Internal Audit Unit consists of four staff: the Head of Internal Auditor who is an 
Assistant Principal, and three audit staff at Higher Executive Officer level.  The Unit reports to the 
Audit Committee which consists of five members – three external and two internal (see Box 4.6). 
The Audit Committee usually meets four times per year. 
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The Internal Audit function operates within the context of a three year strategic plan and an annual 
audit plan.  It monitors the implementation of its recommendations by the MAC and reports on this 
to the Audit Committee. The MAC’s record at implementing the recommendations is said to be 
very good. 

External 
The Department’s external governance arrangements are designed to achieve oversight of two broad 
sectors: partner bodies (i.e. agencies) and local government.

Partner bodies
There are 18 partner bodies under the aegis of the Department, covering a broad range of functions. 
Some  of  them  have  regulatory  functions  –  e.g.  An  Bord  Pleanála  (ABP),  the  Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA), and the Radiological Protection Institute of Ireland (RPII).  Others have 
executive functions – e.g. the Dublin Docklands Development  Authority (DDDA), the National 
Building Agency (NBA), and the Housing Finance Agency (HFA).  A number have advisory or 
consultation functions – e.g. Comhar, and the National Traveller Consultative Committee.  Finally 
some provide services  to local  government  – e.g.  the Local  Government  Management  Services 
Board (LGMSB) and the Local Government Computer Services Board (LGCSB).

Broadly speaking, the Department uses a number of different mechanisms for the oversight of these 
bodies, namely: 

• A representative of the Minister sits on the board of the partner body

• The partner body is required to submit its annual report and accounts to the Minister (other 
forms of accountability are set out in any legislation governing the partner body)

• An  annual  meeting  takes  place  between  the  MAC  and  the  Chief  Executive 
Officers/Directors of all the partner bodies

• Informal meetings occur from time to time between the Department and the partner body 
(e.g. between the CEO/Director and Assistant Secretary/Principal Officers).

There  is  a  strong  consensus  among  internal  stakeholders,  especially  at  senior  levels,  that  the 
Department does not have a coherent approach to the governance of its partner bodies.  The existing 
reporting arrangements are considered to be “patchy” and in many instances the Department relies 
on the annual report as the main oversight mechanism.  A number of internal stakeholders also 
expressed the view that  the large regulatory bodies such as the EPA and ABP almost  manage 
themselves and, while there are often meetings with them on policy matters, there is little or no 
performance  dialogue.   Stakeholders  commented  as  well  on  the  lack  of  clarity,  or  “confused 
landscape”, surrounding the role of the Minister’s representative on the board of a partner body, 
especially in the context of reporting back to the Department on critical issues.

The views of the partner  bodies were broadly similar.   While  all  of  them confirmed that  their 
organisations were in compliance with the Code of Practice on Corporate Governance, they said 
that much of the Department’s oversight arrangements hinge on informal systems.  Describing the 
governance relationship between the Department and its partner bodies, one external stakeholder 
said that the Department tended to operate on the basis of “if you have a problem, come and talk to  
me” while  another  commented  that,  “we tick-tack well,  but  that  still  leaves  gaps”.  The partner 
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bodies indicated that they would welcome more formality in relation to the oversight arrangements, 
and that Memoranda of Understanding or Service Level Agreements would be “hugely helpful” in 
clarifying their relationships with the Department and in setting out performance goals.  

Based on the evidence from both internal and external stakeholders, it is clear that the Department 
needs to develop a more formal framework for the governance of its partner bodies, particularly to 
facilitate  more  effective  measurement  of  performance  and  dialogue  on  performance  issues. 
However, in view of the diverse nature of the relevant bodies this would likely be an “organisation-
specific” approach rather than a “one-size-fits-all” approach. 

Local government
The  Department’s  relationship  with  local  government  is  of  critical  importance  because  local 
authorities  have  devolved  responsibility  for  implementing  many  of  its  major  policies  and 
programmes.   The  relationship  is  close,  complex  and  multifaceted  and,  in  recognition  of  the 
democratic  mandate  of  local  authorities,  the  Department  endeavours  to  achieve  an  appropriate 
balance between diplomacy, on the one hand, and direction/advice, on the other, when dealing with 
them.  The most striking aspect of the relationship is the high degree of loyalty and respect between 
both sides.  There is very rarely any public criticism of one another and when difficulties do arise 
both sides try to resolve them in a professional and fair manner. 

While the Department’s arrangements for the governance of local authorities have evolved over 
time and are not formally documented, they broadly consist of the following elements:

• MAC/CCMA41 structure:  This consists of a joint committee comprising the Department’s 
MAC  and  the  CCMA  Executive  and  seven  joint  sectoral  sub-committees  (e.g.  Water, 
Housing, Environment, etc.)

• Guidelines and circulars:  The Department issues circulars to local authorities on a range of 
issues (e.g. policy directions in respect of unauthorised waste activities)

• Formal and informal contacts:  The Department has extensive formal and informal contacts 
with individual local authorities (e.g. meetings on the housing action plans);

• Political input:  The extent of shared understanding between  the Minister and councillors is 
often an important factor in progressing major issues

• Funding:   Inevitably  finance  is  used as  leverage  and both sides  acknowledge that  their 
relationship is at its most effective when programmes with substantial central funding are 
being implemented

• Local Authority Service Indicators (LASIs):  There are 46 LASIs measuring local authority 
activity across a range of areas, and

• Local Government Audit Service:  This carries out audits of the accounts of local authorities.

Both  internal  and external  stakeholders  agree  that  the current  governance  arrangements  have  a 
number of strengths.  The MAC/CCMA structure works well in terms of information-sharing and 
coordination.   The  LASIs  enable  local  authority  activities  to  be  compared  across  a  range  of 

41 Management Advisory Committee/City and County Managers Association
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headings.  And the Local Government Audit Service ensures probity of expenditure and has played 
an important role in raising the standard of financial management in local authorities.  

Nevertheless,  stakeholders  also recognised  that  the  system has  several  notable  weaknesses  and 
needs to be strengthened to achieve three key objectives. 

Better implementation of policy across the 34 local authorities
The  MAC/CCMA  structure  is  good  for  coordination,  but  it  is  less  effective  at  securing 
implementation.   The Department  has improved its  implementation record in areas  such as the 
Regional Planning Guidelines,  Water  Investment Programme,  and the River Basin Management 
Framework using a regional approach.  A number of stakeholders believe that this could usefully be 
extended  to  other  areas.   A  stronger  regional  focus  would  be  consistent  with  the  approach 
recommended in the Report of the Local Government Efficiency Review Group (see also Strategy:  
Creating shared understanding).
 
More effective performance measurement
The need for a financial system with real-time access to local authorities’ data has previously been 
outlined in the section on  Managing resources:  Finance.  Stakeholders have also expressed the 
view that the Department should further develop the Local Authority Service Indicators (LASIs) – 
which  they  regard  as  a  very  positive  development  –  by  linking  key  activity  measurements  to 
expenditure.  The LASIs are an under-used resource, and it is only by making more active use of 
them that they will  be improved and become a real source of dialogue on performance for the 
various  stakeholders.   Using  the  LASIs,  the  Department  should  also  develop  a  system  to 
disseminate best practice among local authorities (currently local authorities submit their service 
indicators and typically do not receive any feedback). 

Increased accountability for the delivery of national policies
A  number  of  key  stakeholders  have  said  that  there  is  a  need  to  strengthen  the  system  of 
accountability for county managers in relation to the implementation of national policies.  While 
senior officials in local government are accountable to their councils in respect of local issues, there 
is no formal system of accountability in respect of their implementation of national policies.  The 
lack of clarity in relation to accountability is reflected in the fact that the Secretary General of the 
Department  is  accountable  to  the  Committee  on  Public  Accounts  for  expenditure  in  local 
authorities. 

Evaluation:  Performance measurement

Summary:  The  Department  has  made  good progress  in  relation  to  output  measurement. 
However, in common with other policy-oriented organisations, measuring outcomes remains 
a significant challenge and the Department needs to give particular attention to this area. 
Building on its Annual Output Statement, it should also strengthen its capacity to measure its 
own  performance  and  that  of  its  partner  bodies  (using  an  appropriate  suite  of  Key 
Performance  Indicators)  and  develop  a  more  holistic  view  of  the  performance  of  local 
authorities. Met Éireann measures its performance in certain areas (e.g. aviation forecasting); 
however it needs to improve its performance measurement capacity particularly with regard 
to general forecasting, where the absence of an evaluation system is a notable weakness.
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Introduction
The Department has made steady progress in recent years in developing its capacity to undertake 
meaningful performance measurement, and among its achievements are:

• an extensive range of statistics on activity in the housing and planning sectors

• measurement  of  performance  in  a  range  of  environmental  areas  (e.g.  water,  air  quality, 
waste),
mainly done by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)

• the independent review of the performance of the EPA

• the Local Authority Service Indicators, and

• the value-for-money review of the Water Services Investment Programme.

However, effective performance measurement remains a significant challenge for the Department 
because many of its policy outcomes are difficult to measure, especially in the short-term, and its 
ICT capacity, particularly in the areas of data collection, matching and management, is weak. 

Challenges
The Department  is good at  measuring outputs, but like many policy-oriented organisations it is 
weak at  measuring  outcomes.   Building  on the  performance  measures  contained  in  its  Annual 
Output Statement, it also needs to: 

• Develop an appropriate suite of key performance indicators (KPIs) to measure more clearly 
its  own  performance  over  time  (there  are  currently  95  performance  indicators  in  its 
Statement  of  Strategy  which  makes  it  difficult  to  assess  how  well  the  Department  is 
performing relative to its key priorities);

• Develop an appropriate suite of KPIs to measure the performance of each of its  partner 
bodies (see also Managing delivery:  Governance);

• Improve the performance measurement capacity in the NPWS especially in the context of 
more stringent EU requirements; and

• Develop a more complete view of the performance of local authorities (see also Managing 
resources:  Finance and Managing delivery:  Governance).

Lessons learnt
Notwithstanding its generally good financial management record, the Department has been involved 
either directly or indirectly in a small number of major and costly policy failures in recent years – 
e.g.  over-zoning by local  authorities,  the eVoting initiative and the purchase of the Irish Glass 
Bottle  site  by the  Dublin  Docklands  Development  Authority.   When such  failures  occur,  it  is 
important that, where possible, the Department objectively documents the factors that gave rise to 
them, including factors of a policy, legal, governance and organisational nature, so that decision-
makers may learn the key lessons from past experience.
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Met Éireann
The Aviation Forecasting Division has obtained ISO 9001:2008 accreditation.  It places a strong 
emphasis on performance measurement and produces a range of monthly indicators.  A peer review 
of aviation forecasting is also undertaken every two years on behalf of the Irish Aviation Authority 
before  Met  Éireann’s  certification  as  an  approved  provider  of  aviation  forecasting  services  is 
renewed. 

However,  stakeholders  have  said  that  the  performance  measurement  capacity  in  other  areas  is 
weaker.  Met Éireann needs to strengthen its capacity particularly with regard to the evaluation of 
general forecasts in order to improve the overall levels of accuracy.  

Evaluation: Customer and stakeholder feedback and input into policy and strategy

Summary:  The  Department  has  a  strong  commitment  to  consulting  on  its  policies  and 
strategies  and  provides  a  range  of  opportunities  to  stakeholders  to  give  feedback. 
Stakeholders believe that it is generally open to taking their views on board, where possible. 
However,  the  Department  needs  to  establish  more  structured  arrangements  for  obtaining 
feedback from its staff, especially those who deal directly with the public and it should give 
more feedback to stakeholders on certain issues e.g. the Local Authority Service Indicators.

Introduction
The Department  uses  a  range  of  formal  and informal  mechanisms  to  obtain  feedback from its 
customers and stakeholders.  For example:

• The  MAC/CCMA  structure  provides  extensive  opportunities  for  feedback  from  senior 
officials in the local government sector and there is a high level of engagement with the 
policy proposals which are presented to the various sub-committees; 

• The  annual  meeting  between  the  MAC and  the  CEOs/Directors  of  partner  bodies  also 
provides  a  forum for  feedback  and  this  is  supplemented  by  the  more  regular  bilateral 
meetings between the Department and individual partner bodies on specific policy issues;

• Non-Governmental  Organisations  are  regularly  consulted  by  the  Department  and  it 
established the Irish Environmental Network to ensure that their views can be heard and 
given appropriate consideration in the context of the development of policy; 

• The Department has undertaken a number of customer surveys, the most recent having been 
in 2008 in preparation for its customer service action plan; and  Met Éireann seeks feedback 
from its stakeholders in a number of ways including at  major public events such as the 
National Ploughing championship and meetings from time to time with some of its main 
customers/stakeholders. 

• The Department has undertaken a number of customer surveys, the most recent having been 
in 2008 in preparation for its customer service action plan; and  Met Éireann seeks feedback 
from its stakeholders in a number of ways including at  major public events such as the 
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National Ploughing championship and meetings from time to time with some of its main 
customers/stakeholders. 

Stakeholders’ perspective
Stakeholders  indicated  that  the  Department  provides  a  range  of  opportunities  to  them to  give 
feedback when it is developing policies and makes genuine attempts to take on board their views 
where possible.  However, a number of them said that where written feedback is given by them but 
not taken on board, the Department typically does not explain the reasons.  Some stakeholders in 
the local government sector commented on the absence of feedback from the Department on the 
Local Authority Service Indicators.  Finally,  the Department does not have in place a structured 
feedback system for staff who deal directly with the public (e.g. visitor services staff in the NPWS). 
This limits its capacity to harness the experiences and expertise of these staff in order to improve 
customer service and the visitor experience (see also Managing delivery:  Customer service).
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Box 4.4

Summary:  Assessment of Met Éireann’s capacity to meet its challenges

Met Éireann’s primary task is to help safeguard life and property by issuing high quality 
weather forecasts and warnings.  2011 marks the 75th anniversary of the formal establishment 
of  an  Irish  Meteorological  Service.   Since  its  establishment  Met  Éireann  has  made  a 
significant contribution to the science of meteorology in Ireland and has become a household 
name and strong brand, especially through the work of its forecasters on radio and television. 
Although Met Éireann became part of the Department in 2002, it still enjoys a considerable 
degree  of  operational  autonomy;  it  has  its  own  Director  and  Management  Committee 
(‘Mancom’), as well as its own HR, Finance and ICT Units.

In the opinion of its stakeholders, Met Éireann’s main strengths are the commitment of its 
staff and its culture of scientific rigour.  It provides a 24/7, 365 days per year forecasting 
service to the public as well as to critical sectors in the Irish economy such as aviation and 
marine.   Stakeholders  have  a  particularly  high  regard  for  the  professional  and technical 
competence of its staff and have praised their contributions in a range of areas including 
climate change, marine weather forecasting, flood-forecasting and hydro-meteorology.

Nevertheless, Met Éireann is faced with a number of significant challenges.  It must address 
as a matter of some considerable urgency the acute shortage of human resources arising from 
retirements over the past two years and a further wave of expected retirements over the next 
twelve  months.   There  is  a  significant  degree  of  dissatisfaction  among  some of  its  key 
stakeholders  with  certain  aspects  of  its  forecasting  services.   And  there  is  increasing 
competition from other providers of meteorological services that  are more commercially-
focused and advanced in their use of technology (particularly web-based technology). 

Accordingly,  stakeholders believe that  Met Éireann needs to  strengthen its  capacity  in  a 
range of areas.  It needs to set a new strategic direction for the next 3-5 years which will 
address how it will deal with its HR difficulties and identify its key priorities.  It needs to 
strengthen  its  leadership  capacity,  particularly  in  relation  to  communications,  decision-
making, accountability, performance management, managing change and motivating staff.  It 
needs to address the concerns of key customers about the quality of some of its services.  It 
needs to focus more on innovation and continuous improvement, especially in the use of new 
technology; and it needs to measure its performance across a broader range of activities.

As  Met  Éireann  marks  its  75th year  as  the  national  meteorological  provider,  it  can  be 
justifiably proud of its service and achievements.  However, its operating environment is 
changing rapidly.  The challenge facing Met Éireann, therefore, is to recognise this reality 
and  build  on  its  core  strengths  to  deliver  the  range  and  quality  of  services  that  its 
stakeholders now require.

Setting strategic direction
Although Met Éireann has its own corporate business plan, many staff (including some at 
senior levels) feel that there is a lack of reality about aspects of it due to the shortage of 
resources in the organisation.  They say that there is poor prioritisation of actions and too 
many priorities for the available staff resources.  It is evident also from workshops that the 
organisation is in reactive mode, and in the words of one key stakeholder, “it’s all about  
survival”  at  present.   The  challenge  for  Met  Éireann therefore  is  to  set  a  new strategic 
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direction for the next three to five years which will address the difficult internal operating 
environment that it faces, its relationship with the Department, and challenges in key areas – 
e.g.  customer  service,  technology and evaluation.   If  the organisation  is  to  progress and 
develop new services, there will also be a need to examine the longer-term options for its 
status, drawing on international models and best practice.

Leadership
The evidence from interviews, workshops and the staff survey strongly indicates that there is 
a  need to strengthen the leadership capacity  in Met Éireann.   Internal  stakeholders  have 
described the leadership culture as “conservative” and “non-communicative”, and have said 
that  very  routine  operational  matters  must  be  cleared  at  senior  level.   The  role  of  the 
Management  Committee  (“Mancom”)  is  also  unclear  at  present.   The  evidence  strongly 
indicates  that  Met Éireann needs  to  improve  its  capacity  in  relation  to  setting direction, 
delegation,  accountability,  performance  management,  managing change,  communications, 
and motivation of staff. 

Creating shared understanding
While  there  is  a  high  level  of  cooperation  among  staff  in  Met  Éireann  and  staff  have 
demonstrated considerable flexibility in responding to work requirements, the level of shared 
understanding is mixed.  Internally, there is a need for better joined-up working, particularly 
between operational and support functions.  Externally, the organisation has a strong level of 
shared understanding in relation to its public service role and with technical and scientific 
bodies, but a weaker level with commercially-oriented ones.  However, there is also a need 
for  the  Department  to  improve  its  level  of  shared  understanding  with  Met  Éireann, 
particularly at senior management level, and to examine the scope for greater integration in 
areas such as finance and human resources. 

Customer service
Staff in Met Éireann have a strong commitment to delivering quality customer service 24/7, 
365 days per year and through their work it has become a trusted and well-regarded provider 
of  weather  information.   There  is  a  culture  of  scientific  rigour  in  the  organisation  and 
commitment to high scientific and technical standards (e.g. Met Éireann has ISO 9001:2008 
Quality Management System accreditation as an aviation Met provider). 

Nevertheless, it is clear from the evidence of external stakeholders, in particular, that Met 
Éireann provides better quality service to technical bodies than commercially-oriented ones. 
Several  of  the  latter  expressed  the  view  that  there  were  significant  customer  service 
challenges which need to be properly addressed.  Other stakeholders commented that Met 
Éireann needs to be more proactive and creative when dealing with them and needs to ensure 
that  it  delivers  on  its  commitments.   Finally,  with  improvements  in  internal  capacity 
(including additional resources), Met Éireann has the potential to earn additional revenue by 
developing new web-based services targeted at customers which it does not serve at present.

Human resources (HR)
There are significant internal capacity issues facing Met Éireann due to the retirement of 
staff.  The organisation has already lost 20% of its staff since 2009 and faces the prospect of 
losing another 20% by the end of 2011.  Met Éireann’s staffing difficulties are compounded 
by rigidities in relation to staff mobility (many of its staff are based in regional locations) 
and  the  length  of  time  it  takes  to  recruit  and  train  staff  externally.   While  the  staffing 
situation is not easy to resolve, there is a need to take steps both internally and externally to 
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address it, because it is a serious operational risk.  Finally, to optimise the use of resources 
both in Met Éireann and the Department, the feasibility of a shared HR service should be 
investigated. 

Information Communications Technology (ICT)
While  the  evidence  from  stakeholders  indicates  that  staff  in  Met  Éireann  have  strong 
technical skills,  the ICT capacity is very stretched and the focus is on keeping the basic 
infrastructure running.  The main operational divisions exercise a degree of autonomy in 
managing  their  own ICT Units  and  over  the  years  a  range  of  standalone  systems  were 
developed by them.  There is a need to move towards a more centralised model for the 
delivery of ICT services and to establish an ICT governance committee which would decide 
on priorities across the organisation.

Finance
Although  Met  Éireann  has  its  own  Finance  Unit,  it  has  close  financial  ties  with  the 
Department. It is funded from the Department’s Vote, its accounts are administered by the 
Ballina  office and it  uses the same financial  management  system.   In view of the close 
financial  relationship  between  Met  Éireann  and  the  Department,  the  feasibility  of 
establishing a shared financial service should be examined.

Continuous improvement and innovation
Although there have been a number of good examples of improvement and innovation in 
technical/scientific  areas  (e.g.  climate  change,  marine  systems),  the  record in  relation  to 
major organisational change projects is not as good (e.g. the automation of weather stations). 
Both internal and external stakeholders have described Met Éireann as “conservative” in its 
approach to improvement and innovation.  A sizeable number of internal stakeholders do not 
believe that Met Éireann is good at managing change, and a number of external stakeholders, 
especially in the commercial sector, have observed that the organisation has been slow to 
respond to their changing requirements.  Overall, the evidence indicates that when managing 
change,  Met  Éireann  needs  to  strengthen  its  capacity  in  relation  to  leadership,  project 
management and communications.

Performance measurement
There is a strong emphasis  on performance measurement  in the Aviation Division and a 
range of monthly indicators are produced under its quality management system.  In addition 
a peer review of aviation forecasting is undertaken every two years on behalf of the Irish 
Aviation Authority before Met Éireann’s certification as an approved provider of aviation 
forecasting services is renewed.  However, the performance measurement capacity in other 
areas is weaker and Met Éireann needs to strengthen its capacity particularly in relation to 
the evaluation of general forecasts in order to improve the overall levels of accuracy. 

Customer and stakeholder feedback
External stakeholders indicated that officials from Met Éireann are invariably willing to meet 
with them to discuss service issues and when challenging feedback is provided it is accepted 
professionally.  However, they also indicated that Met Éireann is sometimes slow to use that 
feedback to bring about improvements in the quality of its services.

106



ORP Report on the Department of the Environment, Community and Local Government

Box 4.5

Assessment of the National Parks and Wildlife Service’s (NPWS) 
capacity to meet its challenges

Summary of findings contained in this report

The National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS) has had a peripatetic existence over the past twenty 
years.  It came into being when the National Parks Service and Wildlife Service of the Office of 
Public  Works  were  amalgamated  into  one  unit  in  1992.   Four  years  later  these  functions  were 
transferred to the Department  of Arts, Heritage, Gaeltacht and the Islands.  In 1997, following a 
restructuring of responsibilities, Dúchas (the Irish Heritage Service) was established to oversee the 
conservation and preservation of the natural and built heritage.  In 2002 further changes were made 
and  responsibility  for  Dúchas  and  heritage  policy  was  transferred  to  the  Department  of  the 
Environment,  Heritage and Local  Government.   Most  recently,  in  March 2011,  the  Government 
decided to  transfer  responsibility for  heritage matters  including the  NPWS to the  newly created 
Department of Arts, Heritage and the Gaeltacht.

Stakeholders have said that the main strength of the NPWS is the commitment and expertise of its 
staff, many of whom have a huge vocational interest in environmental heritage issues and are highly 
qualified and motivated.  The NPWS is also the custodian of a range of valuable assets which have 
immense  environmental  and  historical  significance  and  over  the  years  it  has  developed  quality 
facilities for the 2.3 million visitors who come annually to its national parks.

However, the NPWS has some significant weaknesses and a number of the challenges facing it may 
derive from the fact that it is prone to being transferred between Departments periodically.  There is 
an absence of overall strategic direction.  Over the past number of years, many senior managers have 
been consumed with handling infringement proceedings arising from the non-implementation of EU 
Environmental Directives.  Leadership and management at all levels needs to be strengthened; many 
staff have voiced the opinion that leadership is poor and the management structure has too many 
layers, resulting in poor internal communications and a lack of connectivity with staff on the ground. 
There is also a need to create a much stronger level of shared understanding both within the NPWS 
and between it and some of its key stakeholders.  There is scope for improvement in relation to 
customer service, human resources, and ICT.  Finally, the NPWS needs to be more proactive in the 
area of public relations – it has a positive story to tell, so it should promote itself and be more active 
in counteracting inaccurate local media coverage.

As the NPWS moves to the Department of Arts, Heritage and the Gaeltacht, a significant amount of 
work needs to be undertaken to strengthen its capacity.  This process has already begun, with the 
appointment  of  a  new  head  and  the  roll-out  of  the  organisational  review  undertaken  by  Grant 
Thornton  in  2010  to  staff  throughout  the  country.   The  findings  in  this  report  challenge  it  to 
strengthen its internal processes and harness the talents and commitment of its staff so that it can 
more  effectively  “promote  the  conservation,  appreciation  and  sustainable  use  of  our  natural  
heritage and biodiversity”.

Setting strategic direction
There  are  significant  strategic  capacity  weaknesses  in  the  NPWS.   The  overwhelming  view  of 
stakeholders is that it lacks strategic direction and in the words of one internal stakeholder, “no real  
strategic thinking takes place outside of reacting to ECJ [European Court of Justice] judgements”. 
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Specifically, there is an absence of clarity on the future role of the NPWS, especially the balance 
between conservation and visitor management; clear operational protocols for field staff need to be 
developed (because locally subjective advice is sometimes given to stakeholders); and there should 
be clear objectives set for each main area of activity.

Leadership
Leadership of the NPWS is a complex and challenging task because it is a dispersed service with its 
own  systems  and  distinct  culture.   The  most  senior  position  in  the  NPWS  was  vacant  for  a 
considerable period of time due to the fact that the Department could not get sanction to fill the post; 
however, an Assistant Secretary has now been appointed to head up the Service. 

There is considerable disenchantment amongst staff with the leadership and lack of direction in the 
NPWS.  The comments included: “there is little leadership from the top”, “senior management are  
invisible” and “management are not in touch at all with staff on the ground”.  There are also issues 
with leadership at regional level and many staff feel that the current structures give rise to fragmented 
leadership and are not conducive to good management.  While the process of addressing operational 
difficulties in the NPWS has commenced with the roll-out and implementation of the Grant Thornton 
Report42, stakeholders stressed the need for specific measures to be taken to strengthen leadership 
capacity at all levels in the NPWS.

Creating shared understanding
There  is  a  need  to  significantly  strengthen  shared  understanding  within  the  National  Parks  and 
Wildlife Service.  There is evident compartmentalisation between the different grade streams (e.g. 
general  service,  professional  and  technical,  conservation  and  visitor  services)  and  staff,  in  the 
absence of central guidance, tend to make their own local decisions on policy-related matters such as 
planning applications and wind-turbines.  There is also a need to strengthen the capacity for shared 
learning through better internal communications and more effective use of ICT (e.g. where similar 
scientific projects are being undertaken in two or more national parks). 

Externally, the NPWS has good operational relationships with many executive agencies and bodies. 
However, there is a need for more systematic engagement with local authorities and it is evident that 
closer and more formal links with the CCMA would assist in resolving many issues where the NPWS 
and individual local authorities have a shared responsibility. 

Customer service
The NPWS has a major role in delivering services to the public.  In 2010 around 2.3 million people 
visited  the  seven  national  parks  run  by the  NPWS.  Visitors  to  national  parks  enjoy a  range  of 
experiences,  including exhibitions  and talks  in  the  visitor  centres,  and guided walks  and special 
themed events in the environs of the parks.  There are also good visitor facilities, including car and 
coach parking, cafes and gift shops.  The evidence indicates that the visitor experiences in national 
parks are overwhelmingly positive.

Nevertheless,  there  are  some  shortcomings  in  basic  customer  services  in  a  number  of  the  parks 
which, despite the efforts of staff on the ground, have not been addressed.  These include the absence 
of debit and credit card facilities and ATMs, and the lack of on-line facilities for booking and paying 
for walks and events. 

The staff in the national parks are committed, enthusiastic and friendly,  and eager to develop the 
range of services offered to visitors.  However, there is a need to put in place a structured feedback 
system with them so that their experience in dealing with customers can be harnessed and used to 
improve the quality of services and facilities.  

Other stakeholders have referred to the need to develop a more systematic process for engaging with 
42 Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government, Organisational Review of the National Parks and 
Wildlife Service (NPWS), July 2010
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members of the public in relation to the designation of areas for conservation purposes.  While some 
of  these  issues  can  be  very  controversial  and  become  embroiled  in  local  politics,  many 
stakeholders  expressed  the  view that  some  of  the  difficulties  could  be  overcome  if  the  NPWS 
consulted with local interests on a timely and sustained basis. 

Human resources (HR)
The following HR issues arose during workshops and interviews with NPWS staff:

Staff Recruitment — the timing of the recruitment of temporary staff on short term contracts can give 
rise to operational difficulties because on occasions they are recruited too early in the season and 
their contracts sometimes expire while there are still significant numbers of visitors to national parks.

Legal resources — given the significant legal dimension to the work of the NPWS (i.e. transposition 
of  EU  Directives,  European  Court  of  Justice  infringement  proceedings,  judicial  reviews  and 
prosecutions) there is a need to establish a legal unit  which would work in conjunction with the 
State’s other legal offices.

Management development — many former conservation and technical staff have been appointed to 
management roles within the NPWS.  There is a need to put in place an appropriate management 
development programme to assist these staff in their managerial roles.

Volunteer policy — the evidence indicates that in the current economic climate many people might 
be interested in working in national parks on a voluntary, part-time basis.  These could be offered a 
range of interesting roles which would be personally beneficial and their skills and input could be of 
assistance.   The  NPWS  should  therefore  examine  the  feasibility  of  developing  a  policy  on 
volunteerism to provide a structured arrangement for voluntary work opportunities in national parks. 

Information Communications Technology (ICT)
The NPWS has a good Geographic Information System (GIS) capacity and its system hosts maps of 
designated habitat areas and sites.  The key challenge now is to enhance this capacity by integrating 
its data with the data held by bodies such as Teagasc and Coillte which have shared concerns.

Another significant challenge for the NPWS is to automate the recording of scientific data, which is 
currently  done  manually  by  rangers.   The  efficiency  and  timeliness  of  the  process  would  be 
significantly  improved  by  the  electronic  collection  and  transmission  of  scientific  data  (see  also 
Performance measurement below).  

Continuous improvement and innovation
While stakeholders identified a number of examples of successful innovation by individuals within 
the NPWS, the overall view is that it is slow to innovate and poor at managing structural change. 
There is significant scope for improvement and innovation in the areas of visitor services, education 
and communications with stakeholders.  In essence the key challenge for the NPWS is to harness the 
enthusiasm and commitment of its staff to bring about improvements in its operational effectiveness.

Performance measurement
While the NPWS collects a range of scientific data, there are significant challenges and difficulties in 
measuring the effects of many of its policies.  One of the major problems is the over-reliance on 
manual systems to collect data and performance measurement capacity would be improved by the 
introduction  of  electronic  recording  and  transmission  systems  (“Van  to  HQ systems”)  for  staff 
working in the field. 
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Box 4.6
Department of the Environment, Community and Local Government

Management and Governance Committees

Management Advisory Committee (MAC)
Ms. Geraldine Tallon (Secretary General),  Mr.  Des Dowling (Local Government),  Mr. Mark 
Griffin  (Water  and  Planning),  Mr.  Michael  Layde  (Housing),  Mr.  John  McCarthy 
(Environment),  Ms. Mary Moylan (Corporate Services),  and Ms. Rita  McNulty (Community 
Affairs). 

There are two other Assistant Secretaries attached to the Department who are not Members of 
the MAC: Mr. Liam Campbell (Met Éireann) and Mr. Noel O’Connell (Director of Audits in the 
Local Government Audit Service).

Audit Committee
Mr. Jerry Killeen, (Chairperson and former Chief Financial Officer of Dublin Port), Mr. Donal 
O’Donoghue  (former  Manager  of  Galway  County  Council),  Mr.  Eric  Embleton  (former 
Assistant  Secretary  in  the  Department  of  Finance),  Ms.  Mary  Moylan  (Assistant  Secretary, 
Department of the Environment, Community and Local Government), and Mr. Noel O’Connell 
(Director of Audit in the Local Government Audit Service).
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                         Box 4.7

Agencies and Bodies under the aegis of the Department                         

Agencies
Interim Housing and Sustainable Communities Agency
An Bord Pleanála
Interim Housing and Sustainable Communities Agency
An Bord Pleanála
An Chomhairle Leabharlanna
Dublin Docklands Development Authority
Environmental Protection Agency
Heritage Council*
Housing Finance Agency
Irish Water Safety
Local Government Computer Services Board
Local Government Management Services Board
Limerick Northside Regeneration Agency
Limerick Southside Regeneration Agency
National Building Agency
Private Residential Tenancies Board
Radiological Protection Institute of Ireland

* The Department of Arts, Heritage and the Gaeltacht assumed responsibility for the Heritage Council. 

Boards and Committees
Building Regulations Advisory Body
Comhar - Sustainable Development Council 
Designated Area Appeals Advisory Board 
National Traveller Accommodation Consultative Committee
Rent Tribunal

Agency Reorganisation
The Department is currently engaged in a programme of reorganisation which will result in a reduction in 
the number of bodies under its aegis by six (20 to 14). 

o Limerick Northside and Southside Regeneration Agencies are being serviced by a single executive

o The Housing and Sustainable Communities Agency (HSCA) – which rationalises the functions of 
the  National  Building  Agency,  the  Affordable  Homes  Partnership  and  the  Centre  for  Housing 
Research – has been established on an administrative basis pending legislation establishing it on a 
statutory footing. 

o The Local Government Management Services Board and the Local Government Computer Services 
Board will merge and become the Local Government Management Agency.  

o The  administrative  functions  of  the  Rent  Tribunal have  transferred  to  the  Private  Residential 
Tenancies Board.
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Box 4.8           

Local Authorities
                                               
City Councils   

Cork, Dublin, Galway, Limerick, Waterford

County Councils   

Carlow, Cavan, Clare, Cork, Donegal, Dún Laoghaire-Rathdown, Fingal, Galway, Kerry, 
Kildare, Kilkenny, Laois, Leitrim, Limerick, Longford, Louth, Mayo, Meath, Monaghan, North 
Tipperary, Offaly, Roscommon, Sligo, South Dublin, South Tipperary, Waterford, Westmeath, 
Wexford and Wicklow.

Borough Councils   

Clonmel, Drogheda, Kilkenny, Sligo and Wexford

Town Councils   

Ardee,  Arklow,  Athlone,  Athy,  Balbriggan,  Ballina,  Ballinasloe,  Ballybay,  Ballyshannon, 
Bandon, Bantry, Belturbet, Birr, Boyle, Bray, Buncrana, Bundoran, Carlow, Carrickmacross, 
Carrick-on-Suir, Cashel, Castlebar, Castleblayney, Cavan, Clonakilty, Clones, Cobh, Cootehill, 
Droichead Nua (Newbridge), Dundalk, Dungarvan, Edenderry,  Ennis, Enniscorthy,  Fermoy, 
Gorey, Granard, Greystones, Kells, Kilkee, Killarney, Kilrush, Kinsale, Leixlip, Letterkenny, 
Lismore,  Listowel,  Longford,  Loughrea,  Macroom,  Mallow,  Midleton,  Monaghan, 
Mountmellick,  Muinebheag,  Mullingar,  Naas,  Navan,  Nenagh,  New  Ross,  Passage  West, 
Portlaoise,  Shannon,  Skibbereen,  Templemore,  Thurles,  Tipperary,  Tralee,  Tramore,  Trim, 
Tuam, Tullamore, Westport, Wicklow and Youghal.
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 5   
ORP Report on the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade

 Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade

Summary of findings
The  Department  of  Foreign  Affairs  and  Trade  is  markedly  different  from  other  Government 
Departments.  Its focus is primarily outside the State – where it operates a network of 76 missions 
abroad – and the majority of its senior staff consist of a specially recruited diplomatic stream. Its 
international  focus  brings  multiple  complex  challenges,  some  of  which  involve  responding  to 
unpredictable short term issues, while others are of a more long term nature.

The Department’s customers and stakeholders at home and abroad are extremely complimentary 
about  the  quality  of  its  customer  service  and they  praise  the  exceptionally  high  calibre  of  the 
Department’s senior diplomats.  It is evident that they are respected internationally and have proven 
themselves to be highly effective operators internationally.  Similarly, the Irish Aid programme is 
widely held to be “world class”.

Nevertheless,  although its  outward facing  capabilities  are  of  a  high order,  some of  its  internal 
capacities are in need of attention.  In order to respond more effectively to the challenges of the 
future the Department, as a priority, needs to address three main findings.

Firstly, to continue to be effective and to be effective in new areas, the Department needs to restate 
its role and function in light of the current process of national economic recovery and the ongoing 
changes in the EU and international domains.  This will also require the Department to raise its 
capacity in the areas of economics and trade so that its missions abroad can contribute even more to 
trade promotion, and the Department also has much to do to restore Ireland’s reputation as a place 
to do business.

Secondly, the Department needs to do more to clarify and prioritise its goals; and to improve the 
alignment of its day-to-day work with its key priorities, especially in of some its smaller missions 
abroad.  It needs to ensure that all 76 missions are focussed on clear targets set by headquarters and 
that the monitoring of the performance of all missions in delivering results is strengthened.  In this 
context  the  Department  should  enhance  its  skills  base  through  improved  training  in  modern 
management  skills,  in  the  disciplines  of  economics  and  trade,  and  in  pre-postings  languages 
training.

Thirdly, as the Department’s biggest asset after its staff is its knowledge, the Department needs to 
improve  its  knowledge  management  capacity.   It  needs  to  collect,  process  and  organise  its 
information  into  useable  intelligence  which  can  better  support  the  organisation’s  needs.   The 
Department  needs  a  knowledge  management  system  which  identifies  and  categorises  its 
information  systematically so that  documents  can be shared (with appropriate  access  protocols) 
between individuals, between divisions at home and missions abroad, and via mobile devices for 
staff who travel.  In addition, the Department needs to improve the postings handover process in 
order to ensure continuity and preserve organisational knowledge.

In conclusion, the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade clearly delivers a first rate service to its 
customers and stakeholders at home and abroad, but this comes at an unnecessarily high internal 
transaction  cost  as  its  staff  work  around  the  internal  capacity  issues  in  an  environment  of 
increasingly constrained resources.
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DEPARTMENT OF FOREIGN AFFAIRS AND TRADE
SUMMARY OF CHALLENGES AND STRENGTHS

STRATEGY

Setting strategic direction The Department has a strong capacity to set strategic direction and to deliver 
results.  However,  it  should do more to prioritise its strategies and to ensure 
more overt alignment of the work of some smaller missions abroad with the 
organisation’s overall strategic objectives.  In addition, the Department needs to 
develop its capacity to provide strategic direction in the trade promotion area.

Giving leadership Externally the leadership capacities of the Department  are particularly strong 
and it has delivered noteworthy outcomes on the international stage.  Its staff are 
also  valued  in  multilateral  arenas  for  their  skills  as  highly  effective  honest 
brokers.

Internally the Department’s leadership is good at dealing with unexpected short 
term crises, but the organisation is unnecessarily hierarchical and it suffers from 
a lack of modern management skills.

Creating shared 
understanding

Internal  communications  within  the  Department  are  mixed:  some  areas  and 
priority policies enjoy a strong sense of shared understanding, while some other 
areas  have  poor  communications.   The  handover  process  when  staff  are 
relocated every 2-4 years  particularly needs to be improved, and information 
silos should be minimised.  The organisational structure should be reviewed to 
establish whether a geographic structure would bring benefits.

External  communications  are,  however,  much  more  effective.   The 
Department’s senior diplomats are respected for their skills and capacity by their 
peers  in  diplomatic,  enterprise  and  trade,  and  aid  circles  worldwide. 
Nevertheless, the Department needs to address some gaps in capacity in terms of 
the use of new media, domestic cross-departmental working and engaging with 
public attitudes to the European Union.

MANAGING DELIVERY
Customer service and 
delivery

The quality of customer service delivered by the Department is highly praised 
by  customers  and  stakeholders,  be  they  the  Oireachtas,  other  Government 
Departments, enterprise and trade agencies, aid agencies, citizens, etc.

Continuous improvement  
and innovation

Many staff  in the Department  demonstrate  extraordinary degrees  of  personal 
adaptability to the different  jobs, environments and languages that come with 
the frequent changes in posting.  In spite of this capacity at an individual level, 
at an organisational level the Department does not demonstrate high levels of 
innovation and it could make better use of ICT in particular.

Resource management ICT:  The staff of the ICT Unit are regarded by their internal customers within 
the Department as being helpful at solving day-to-day ICT problems, and the 
Passport Office utilises modern effective ICT systems to help generate passports 
quickly and securely.  However, there are two priority knowledge management 
issues which the Department must resolve: providing secure mobile devices to 
staff, and delivering a solution to the problem of ad hoc and siloed storage of 
electronic documents.
HR:  The quality of the Department’s staff in most areas of the organisation is 
high.  Nevertheless, the Department faces a number of challenging yet important 
issues in HR capacity which require attention such as:  management training, 
trade promotion training, languages training, postings, support for partners, and 
cross-stream relations.

Finance:  The Department has a strong capacity in the financial management of 
its  two  Votes:   Vote  28  (Foreign  Affairs)  and  Vote  29  (International 
Development Cooperation).
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Governance The overall governance capacity of the Department is robust.  The Development 
Cooperation Division is effective at managing the aid agencies which it funds; it 
has proven governance mechanisms in place and is strong at holding them to 
account.

EVALUATION

Performance measurement The  Development  Cooperation  Division  has  strong  capacity  in  its  use  of 
performance measurement and management: its systematic use of targets, output 
and outcome metrics is most impressive.   However,  there is less appetite for 
these disciplines in some other divisions and the Department should review to 
what extent it can utilise performance measurement and management techniques 
in the more traditional diplomatic areas.

Customer and stakeholder  
feedback and input to 
policy and strategy

The Department has displayed an impressive capacity in a number of areas to 
obtain feedback from its customers and stakeholders and to input the lessons 
learned into the creation of policy and strategy, but it could do more in the area 
of systematically surveying them.

History of the Department

Origin of the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade
The Department of Foreign Affairs  is one of the oldest  Departments of the Irish State.   It  was 
created at the first meeting of  Dáil Éireann on 21 January 1919.  Between 1922 and 1971 it was 
known as  the Department  of  External  Affairs,  and  in  1971 it  was  renamed the  Department  of 
Foreign Affairs.  In 2011 it was renamed as the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade.  Twenty-
eight persons have held the position of Minister, with a number holding the position for more than 
one term.

While the core responsibilities of the Department have been relatively consistent over the period 
since its creation, the relative demands of the various responsibilities have shifted over time, with 
the modern Department concentrating far greater resources on the promotion of Ireland’s economic 
interests and support for Irish citizens abroad than was the case in the past.

Role 
The Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade advises the Minister for Foreign Affairs and Trade, 
the Ministers of State and the Government on all aspects of foreign policy and coordinates Ireland’s 
response to international developments.  It also provides advice and support on all issues relevant to 
the pursuit of peace,  partnership and reconciliation in Northern Ireland, and between North and 
South of the island, and to deepening Ireland’s relationship with Britain.43 

Mission statement
The draft mission statement of the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade is:
“To promote and protect the values and interests of Ireland and its citizens abroad, to work for a  
world where every human being can live in peace, justice and prosperity and to foster co-operation  
and reconciliation on the island of Ireland.” 44

43 Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade website  http://www.dfa.ie/home/index.aspx
44 Brief for Tánaiste and Minister for Foreign Affairs and Trade, March 2011
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Statement of Strategy 2011 – 2013
The Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade’s high level goals as set out in its draft Statement of  
Strategy 2011 – 2013 are as follows:

• “Contribute  to  renewed  and  sustainable  growth  by  promoting  Ireland’s  economic  and 
trading interests, cultural profile and reputation internationally, in close co-operation with 
other Departments and Agencies.

• Provide a high quality consular and passport services to citizens, assist Irish communities 
abroad to maintain their links with Ireland and actively engage with them to further the 
Government’s objectives internationally.

• Deepen co-operation and reconciliation on the island of Ireland, implementing the Good 
Friday Agreement and harnessing its full potential.

• Advance strategically Ireland’s interests in and through the EU by engaging strongly in all 
areas of national importance, while making a constructive contribution to the realisation of 
the potential of the Lisbon Treaty innovations and preparing for a well-run Presidency in 
2013.

• Work for the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals with a particular focus 
on hunger and poverty reduction in Africa and promoting development co-operation as an 
integral part of Ireland’s foreign policy.

• Strengthen  our  contribution  to  international  peace,  security  and  conflict  resolution, 
including through Ireland’s  membership  of the UN and Chairmanship of the OSCE in 
2012, as well as our role in the promotion of disarmament and of respect for human rights 
and the rule of law.” 45

Some key facts
• The political head of the Department is the Tánaiste and Minister for Foreign Affairs, Mr. 

Eamon Gilmore, T.D.
• Ms.  Lucinda  Creighton,  T.D.,  is  Minister  of  State  at  the  Department  with  special 

responsibility for European Affairs.

• Ms. Jan O’Sullivan, T.D., is Minister of State at the Department with special responsibility 
for Trade and Development.

• The administrative head of the Department is Mr. David Cooney, Secretary General46.

• The Department operates two Votes – Vote 28 (Foreign Affairs) and Vote 29 (International 
Development Cooperation). 

45 Brief for Tánaiste and Minister for Foreign Affairs and Trade, March 2011
46 The Department’s staff breakdown and MAC composition is shown on the next page.  The organisational 

structure is shown in Box 5.1
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Vote 28 (Foreign Affairs)  
The 2011 administrative budget (Vote 28) for the general activities of the Department is 
€150.004 million.  A total of €55.8 million is allocated to programmes funded under 
Vote 28.  Almost two-thirds (€37.2 million) is earmarked for mandatory contributions to 
international  organisations,  mainly the UN.  The main discretionary programmes are 
Irish Emigrant Support (€12.9 million) and North-South and Anglo-Irish Cooperation 
(€3 million).

Vote 29 (International Development Cooperation)  
The total Official Development Assistance (ODA) allocation for 2011 is an estimated 
€669 million.  On current GNP estimates, this will amount to approximately 0.52% of 
GNP, broadly the same as for 2010.  Of this,  €534 million will  be managed by the 
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (Irish Aid) under Vote 29.  Ireland’s ODA 
programme has always been strongly focused on assistance to the poorest countries in 
sub-Saharan Africa.  Among the top priorities are measures to counter food insecurity 
and eradicate hunger, along with investment in education, health, the fight against HIV/
AIDS, good governance and efforts to promote gender equality.  Funding is delivered 
through a range of partners, working directly with Ireland’s nine Programme Countries 
(Ethiopia, Lesotho, Malawi, Mozambique, Tanzania, Uganda, Zambia, and Vietnam and 
Timor Leste) and through non-governmental organisations, missionaries, UN agencies, 
international organisations and humanitarian agencies. 47

• The  Department  Foreign  Affairs  and  Trade  currently  has  an  authorised  permanent 
establishment of 1,496 posts.  A total of 876 staff serve in Ireland (59%) and 620 staff 
serve abroad (41%).

47 Brief for Tánaiste and Minister for Foreign Affairs and Trade, March 2011
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Staff serving in Ireland  

Area Staff % Note

Passport Service 303 35%

Corporate Services Division 168 19% Includes  finance,  HR,  ICT and  accommodation 
services for operations at home and abroad

Development Cooperation 136 16%

Political Division 54 6%

Anglo-Irish Division 31 6% Plus a further 19 staff in Belfast and Armagh

Ministerial and Secretary General’s 
Offices 44 5%

Consular and Emigrant Services 36 4%

EU Division 29 3%

Protocol 20 2%

Promoting Ireland Abroad Division 15 2%

Legal 12 1%

Press and Information 5 0.5%

Strategy and Performance Unit 4 0.5%

Total 876 100%

Management Advisory Committee

Secretary General Head of the Department

Director General Anglo-Irish Division

Director General Consular and Passport Division and Strategy and 
Performance Unit

Director General Corporate Services Division

Director General
Deputy Director General Development Co-operation Division (Irish Aid)

Director General European Union Division

Legal Adviser Legal Division

Political Director Political Division

Director General Promoting Ireland Abroad Division

Chief of Protocol Protocol Division
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The role of Embassies and other Offices abroad 
“Ireland’s  diplomatic  missions  and  consular  offices  are  dedicated  to  the  pursuit  of  Ireland’s  
interests abroad and to enhancing Ireland’s international profile.  They are the external offices of  
the  State,  promoting  Government  policies  and  participating  in  the  work  of  international  
organisations.  Ambassadors are also accredited on a non-resident basis. 

Diplomatic and consular missions perform a range of representational, promotional and reporting 
functions.  They: 

• deepen  Ireland’s  relations  with  host  Governments  and  advance  our  international 
priorities and objectives;

• report on political, economic, legal, commercial and, as appropriate, EU developments;

• advance Ireland’s economic interests through working with others in the public and private 
sectors  to  expand  trade  and  tourism,  and  to  highlight  the  benefits  of  inward
investment in Ireland; 

• oversee the implementation  of programmes  in  developing  countries  funded by the 
Government’s overseas development programme Irish Aid;

• provide  assistance  to  Irish  citizens  abroad  and  maintain  contact  with  local  Irish 
communities; and

• promote Irish culture and disseminate information on Ireland. 

Missions accredited to multilateral organisations such as the United Nations present Ireland’s views 
in negotiations and debates within these organisations. 

The role of the Permanent Representation to the EU in Brussels  is to represent the State in its 
interface with the EU institutions and in negotiations at official level in the Council of Ministers.  It 
also  advises  on negotiations  at  political  level  in  the  Council  of  Ministers  and at  the  European 
Council. 

Ireland maintains diplomatic relations with 172 Governments.  In addition to offices in Armagh and 
Belfast, the  Department  maintains  a  network  of 76  resident  diplomatic  and  consular  missions 
overseas comprising 58 bilateral embassies, 7 multilateral missions (to the European Union, to the 
United  Nations  (New York  and  Geneva),  to  the  Organisation  for  Security  and Cooperation  in 
Europe  (OSCE) in  Vienna,  to  the  OECD and UNESCO in Paris,  to  the  Council  of  Europe  in 
Strasbourg, and to the Partnership for Peace Liaison Office in Brussels) and 11 Consulates-General 
and other offices.   The Department’s  network of diplomatic  missions is shown at  Box 5.1.  In 
addition,  there  are  23  Honorary  Consuls  General  and  65  Honorary  Consuls  who  provide 
assistance to Irish citizens in 57 countries.  At any one time, about 40% of the Department’s staff is 
serving abroad.  This includes some 300 locally recruited staff who, through their dedication and 
local knowledge, make an invaluable contribution to the successful operation of our Missions.”48 

48 Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade’s website
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Challenges for the future

Looking to the future there are several challenges in the external environment which will confront 
the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade.  The Department must ensure it has the necessary 
capacity  and capability  to  meet  these challenges  with confidence.   Some of  them are once-off 
diplomatic events, while others involve adapting to longer term shifts in global power; all require 
the Department to be prepared for them.  Some of these challenges are as follows:

European Union
There are a number of well-aired challenges facing Ireland – and hence the Department of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade – in the EU over the short to medium term.  The growth of the membership of the 
Union to 27 countries makes it more challenging for the Department to maintain its influence.  The 
EU’s new External Action Service (EAS) may in time result in national foreign services adopting 
new roles and functions.  However, the Department’s experience is one shared by all other foreign 
ministries within the EU and all have to take cognizance of the changes.

Nevertheless, over and above these issues, the main challenges facing the Department in the EU 
context are the new modalities of Ireland’s relationship with the other Member States and the EU 
institutions  in  the  light  of  the Lisbon Treaties  and the  current  economic  crisis.   Reversing  the 
sudden decline in Ireland’s reputation in the EU – and throughout the world – will be a priority task. 
Ireland’s chairing of the EU Presidency in 2013 should be an opportunity to help restore its national 
reputation in the EU domain.

Growing public  questioning  of  the  relationship  between  Ireland and  the  EU,  coupled  with  the 
complexity  of  the  relationships  within  the  EU  (both  bilaterally  and  in  terms  of  Ireland’s 
relationships with various institutions), also require the Department to be alert to how it projects the 
EU, its institutions and bilateral relations to a domestic audience.  However, the integration of the 
EU policy coordination function in the Department  of the Taoiseach is a positive step towards 
meeting these challenges.

Enterprise and trade
There is an ongoing economic power shift towards the major economies of Asia, and if Ireland is to 
maximise  its  opportunities  in  terms  of  developing  trade  with  these  growing  markets,  then  the 
Department needs to ensure it does all that it can to make it happen.  This may require changes to 
the global embassy network and a recalibration of human resources, including new relationships 
with trade agencies and Ireland’s network of Honorary Consuls.  Nevertheless, this should not be at 
the expense of the State’s long standing relationships with the United States, the United Kingdom 
and major EU partners, all of whom have an important impact on the State’s economic well-being. 
The Department will also need to ensure it has the capacity to work with economic and financial 
information  and  to  communicate  Ireland’s  changing  economic  landscape  to  Governments  and 
media abroad.

The impacts of climate change, land use, population growth and water supply all affect commerce 
and trade and this may present opportunities for the export of Irish commodities and food.  The 
Department could use its global network of missions more strategically to assist in identifying more 
long-term markets for Irish goods and services, and in particular markets for food.
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International fora
Ireland’s chairmanship of the Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) in 
2012 coupled with its EU Presidency in 2013 presents significant challenges to the Department at a 
time when its resources, both human and financial, are already under real pressure.

World events
Other inter-related challenges such as climate change, oil security and renewable energy require the 
Department to ensure it is adequately positioned to be able to respond to them appropriately in the 
future.  In workshops some staff expressed the view that the Department could have a greater role in 
providing  early  intelligence  on  global  issues  likely  to  have  an  impact  on  Ireland  or  to  offer 
opportunities for Irish business.

Conduct of the review
The review of the Department involved 248 meetings, workshops, conference calls and 
submissions, with its staff, customers and stakeholders as follows:

Category Number of 
Meetings

Meetings with Ministers 3

Meetings with Joint Oireachtas Committees on European Affairs and European Scrutiny 2

Meetings and workshops with staff of the Department 43

Meetings with staff and customers/stakeholders on study visits abroad 93

Meetings, conference calls and submissions – customers/stakeholders 107

Total 248

The review involved detailed study visits to a number of missions abroad, as well as meetings with 
the missions’ customers and stakeholders, in the following locations:  New York, Brussels (EU), 
Kampala, Sofia, Helsinki and Edinburgh.  All types of missions operated by the Department – EU 
bilateral, non-EU bilateral, multilateral, development aid and Consulate – were covered by the study 
visits.  Staff in Beijing and Singapore were communicated with by video conference.  Best practice 
in  the  operation  of  other  foreign  ministries  was  sought  through research  with  the  Foreign  and 
Commonwealth Office in the United Kingdom, the Ministry for Foreign Affairs in Finland, the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Denmark, and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in the Netherlands. 
Online questionnaires were distributed to all the staff in the Department and the relatively low 57% 
response rate may reflect the dispersed nature of the organisation and a certain scepticism about the 
likelihood of change ensuing.  Nonetheless, this response rate is statistically valid and provides a
robust basis for the analysis.

The ORP Team received excellent support from the ORP Liaison Team in the Department in terms 
of providing material and information and in organising meetings and workshops with staff.  The 
Ambassadors  and  staff  of  the  missions  visited  abroad  facilitated  an  in-depth  insight  into  their 
operations and provided access to key customers and stakeholders.
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Assessment of the Department’s capacity to meet its challenges
The Department’s capacity to meet its challenges has been assessed in this review under the 
attributes set out in the Organisational Review Programme template.  The findings are set out in the 
sections following.

Strategy:  Setting strategic direction

Summary:  The Department has a strong capacity to set strategic direction and to deliver 
results.  However, it should do more to prioritise its strategies and to ensure more overt 
alignment  of the work of some smaller  missions  abroad with the organisation’s  overall 
strategic objectives.  In addition, the Department needs to develop its capacity to provide 
strategic direction in the trade promotion area.

The Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade is unique amongst Irish Government Departments in 
that its strategic direction is primarily focused outside the country; its principal field of operation is 
abroad,  working  with  customers,  Governments,  institutions  and  other  stakeholders  around  the 
globe.  The Department has a distinguished international reputation in the areas of human rights and 
in the promotion of peace worldwide.  Given the impact and the cross cutting nature of the global 
challenges that affect the State’s interests, strengthening the State’s contribution to international 
peace, security and conflict resolution is important in helping foster the necessary environment for 
international trade and economic cooperation.

Northern Ireland peace process
The Department’s contribution to the delivery of peace and the achievement of an agreed political 
settlement on Northern Ireland is widely regarded as one of its greatest strategic successes.  Over 
the decades the Department provided strong support to successive Taoisigh, Ministers for Foreign 
Affairs  and  their  Government  colleagues.   At  home,  it  worked  in  close  partnership  with  the 
Department of the Taoiseach, the Department of Justice, the Department of Defence and the Office 
of  the  Attorney  General.   Abroad,  it  developed  strong  bilateral  relationships  with  the  British 
Government and the United States Administration, as well as at EU level.  Overall, the Department 
was widely praised for the valuable contributions it made to the peace process, especially for the 
quality of analysis and strategic advice given to Government, the diplomatic initiatives developed in 
Britain and the United States, and the outreach to political parties in Northern Ireland.  

Irish Aid
Irish Aid is  the brand name of the Department’s  aid programme in the developing world; it  is 
managed by the Development Cooperation Division with most of the staff based in Limerick and 
the majority of the senior management team now based in Dublin.  Irish Aid is acknowledged by 
stakeholders  within  Ireland  and  around  the  world  as  having  a  clear  strategic  purpose,  a  high 
reputation and effective systems despite the dislocation of the decentralisation to Limerick.  Good 
examples of its ability to set strategic direction in the development aid area are the Department’s 
2006  White  Paper  on  Irish  Aid and  its  2008  Report  of  the  Hunger  Task  Force;  large  NGO 
stakeholders  report  that  in  developing  these  strategies  the  Development  Cooperation  Division 
showed it had strong strategic capacity and yet rooted its priorities in on-the-ground realities.  The 
Division  has  also  acted  as  an  effective  strategic  leader  in,  for  instance,  putting  gender  based 
violence on the agenda of Irish based aid NGOs.  In short the Development Cooperation Division is 
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seen by its peers as one of the best in the world in terms of the clarity of its strategic purposes and 
its ability to deliver.

Prioritisation
While  these  impressive  strategic  achievements  clearly  show  that  the  Department  has  strong 
capacity,  nevertheless  there  are  some areas  which  would  benefit  from attention.  Inevitably  the 
nature  of  the  role  of  a  foreign  service  means  that  some  of  its  activity  is  in  responding  to 
international  events  (such as  natural  disasters  and armed conflicts  for instance),  and the global 
spread  of  its  remit  means  it  has  even  less  control  over  its  external  environment  than  other 
Government Departments have over theirs.  This can place the Department at the mercy of events to 
the detriment of its overall strategic objectives; in this context the Department’s staff report that the 
organisation does not prioritise sufficiently – one senior level staff workshop summed the position 
up saying “everything is a priority”.

Despite the fact that world events will inevitably buffet the Department from time to time, staff and 
stakeholders claim that the Department should do more to retain a clear focus on the Government’s 
key strategic priorities.  Many staff and some stakeholders also feel that the Department tries to 
cover too many areas and in doing so spreads itself too thinly.  In order to help it balance its long 
term and short term priorities, the Department needs to ensure political support for its prioritisation.

Aligning HQ and missions abroad
The recent business planning work by the Strategy and Performance Development Unit is a useful 
step  towards  aligning  the  day-to-day  work  of  the  Department’s  missions  abroad  with  the 
organisation’s overall strategic objectives.  However, staff report that there is still some way to go 
before the alignment  becomes an integral  part  of how the organisation operates.   Ambassadors 
serving in many of the smaller  missions  abroad are,  according to  staff,  often left  to  their  own 
devices  and appear  to act  independently  of headquarters  in  Dublin,  without  sufficient  attention 
being paid to goals, priorities or accountability.  Some other Ambassadors in small missions though 
are very focussed and effective.  Overall, according to many senior staff, the linkage of the daily 
activity of the network of missions around the world to the Department’s strategic priorities could 
be less ad hoc and more systematic.

Trade promotion
Although three staff from the trade promotion function have been transferred from the Department 
of Jobs, Enterprise and Innovation to the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, the Department 
must  develop  the  capacity  to  set  strategic  direction  in  the  trade  promotion  area.   While  the 
Department has long had an involvement in trade promotion and many staff have valuable hands-on 
experience of trade and business promotion, its new responsibility means it must do more to link the 
work of missions abroad with the requirements of trade promotion and it must develop its staff’s 
skills in identifying trade opportunities and facilitating the enterprise and trade agencies.  While the 
Department has historically been focussed on the traditional aspects of foreign policy, the national 
economic recovery process now requires a new narrative, one that places trade promotion at the 
centre of its focus.  This will challenge the organisation’s capacity given that few of its diplomats 
have strong experience of or significant training in finance, economics, trade or business.  In this 
regard, and to the extent that its Employment Control Framework permits, a fast way of enhancing 
the Department’s capability would be to recruit the necessary expertise on short term contracts, 
while  another  way would  be  to  relocate  experts  on  secondment  from the  enterprise  and  trade 
agencies with cost to the Department.  
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The direction set by the 2011 Ambassadors’ conference on the topic of ‘Promoting Ireland Abroad’ 
will be a key driver in this new narrative.  Two other valuable initiatives in trade promotion are the 
existing Local Market Teams in priority market countries (which are chaired by the Ambassador 
and bring the State Agencies together), as well as the establishment of the Export Trade Council 
chaired by the Tánaiste in order to strengthen coordination across all key Departments and agencies 
involved in the promotion and development of trade and exports.

Some Honorary Consuls with significant profile and experience in overseas markets indicated that 
they would welcome more engagement with the Department on trade development, one saying for 
example that they would be in favour of “more aggressive initiatives” to boost trade.  For instance, 
many  Honorary  Consuls  have  strong  business  networks  in  their  locality  and  excellent  local 
knowledge not  readily available  to  others.   Some have said they would favour a  Departmental 
strategy to engage this network in business, trade and foreign investment beneficial to Ireland, and 
would facilitate the enterprise and trade agencies in using the resources of the Honorary Consuls for 
business expansion and development.  The Department – in partnership with the Honorary Consuls 
and the enterprise and trade agencies – should explore ways in which it could more effectively 
harness the leverage provided by the network of Honorary Consuls in over 60 countries worldwide 
so as to maximise the promotion of trade. 

Another requirement arising from the trade promotion focus is to retool the organisation to do even 
more  to  build  relationships  and leverage trade opportunities  with the rapidly developing global 
economic superpowers of Asia,  India and Latin  America.   Although the Department  does have 
missions in these areas, there is a belief amongst many staff and stakeholders that, notwithstanding 
the existing mission footprint,  more should be done to expand it and position Ireland with even 
more  vigour.   Realistically,  without  some mix  of  redeploying  missions  from other  regions and 
deepening the engagement  of the Honorary Consuls, redeploying resources from enterprise  and 
trade agencies, or without offsetting reductions in other parts of the wider public service, there is 
little prospect of the desired expansion in the medium term.  However, the vital economic interests 
which the State has with the United States, the United Kingdom and major EU partners must not be 
impacted by any such redeployment.

European Union
An important strategic challenge facing the Department is to help to restore Ireland’s reputation in 
the EU and beyond.  Senior stakeholders in all the EU institutions indicate that Ireland has rapidly 
fallen from being the “best in class” (previously enjoying strong economic performance during the 
Celtic Tiger years and with an image of being enthusiastic Europeans).  The perception in the EU 
institutions is that “Ireland has fallen out of love with the EU, and the EU has fallen out of love with 
Ireland”.  It will take a good deal of significant diplomatic effort over time to rebuild Ireland’s 
tattered reputation not just  in  the EU but throughout  the world.   The EU diplomatic  challenge 
should be assisted by the integration of the EU policy coordination function in the Department of 
the Taoiseach.  
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Strategy: Giving leadership

Summary:  Externally the leadership capacities of the Department are particularly strong and 
it has delivered noteworthy outcomes on the international stage.  Its staff are also valued in 
multilateral  arenas  for  their  skills  as  highly  effective  honest  brokers.

Internally the Department’s leadership is good at dealing with unexpected short term crises, 
but  the  organisation  is  unnecessarily  hierarchical  and  it  suffers  from  a  lack  of  modern 
management skills.

Internal leadership

Senior management
The Department is unique amongst Civil Service Departments in its internal leadership capacity in 
two particular ways:  it has a high number of officials at the Assistant Secretary grade (it has more 
than one fifth of the Assistant Secretaries in the entire civil service) and its most senior management 
board  (known  as  the  MAC,  or  Management  Advisory  Committee)  rotates  every  2  to  4  years 
although not all members do so at the same time.  The rotation is a function of the nature of the 
diplomatic service, where members are posted to a new job every 2 to 4 years.

Most Assistant Secretaries in the Department work as Ambassadors in Embassies abroad, but a 
minority  of  them,  between  Ambassadorial  postings,  serve  as  members  of  the  MAC  based  in 
Headquarters in Dublin.  Broadly speaking, Ambassadors in missions abroad will have relatively 
small  (sometimes  very  small)  numbers  of  staff  and  their  leadership  role  will  be  focussed  on 
diplomacy; on the other hand those appointed as MAC members will be Dublin based, and may 
have significant numbers of staff reporting to them.  Their leadership role is different, focussing 
more on the domestic agenda, ensuring that the missions under their lead deliver as required and 
developing policy in their division’s area of speciality.

Crisis management
The leadership cadre in the Department (the Secretary General and the MAC) receive plaudits from 
staff  and stakeholders  alike for their  ability to deal with sudden crises,  such as the Indonesian 
tsunami and the Icelandic  volcanic ash event.   The Department’s  staff individually demonstrate 
great commitment by freely volunteering to serve in the Crisis Centre, often 24/7 and in their own 
time.  The Department’s leadership and the esprit de corps shown by such staff dedication reflects 
very well on them.

Hierarchy and tradition
Despite the evident commitment to the Department’s cause by staff at all levels and in all streams,49 

the  vast  majority  of  staff  reported  that  the  Department  remains  a  particularly  hierarchical  and 
traditional organisation.  As one senior manager put it “a lot of product has to be cleared up the 
line”.  A degree of hierarchy is necessary in any organisation and a sense of tradition can help foster 
a positive collegiate culture, but too much of both can be stifling.  The ability of a large number of 
the Department’s staff is not optimally utilised in such an environment.  In addition, according to 
many staff, the ever increasing pressures on budgets and staff resources make it imperative for the 

49 ‘Streams’  are  the  different  groupings  or  specialisms  of  staff  such  as  diplomats,  development  specialists,  
     accountants, general service, etc
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Department  to  find  ways  to  become  less  hierarchical  by  delegating  decision  making,  by 
empowering able staff at all levels to take more responsibility and by redesigning any particularly 
resource  intensive  internal  processes  so  that  they  operate  with  optimum  efficiency  and 
effectiveness. 

Management skills
In the Department the skills that are valued the most (and which contribute the most towards career 
advancement) are the traditional foreign ministry ones of forming policy, building relationships and 
drafting documents.  The absence of uniformly effective staff management, staff communications, 
planning and prioritisation across the Department  explains  why it  was widely reported by staff 
throughout  the  organisation  that  there  is  a  significant  deficit  in  management  skills.   Good 
management skills are neither recognised nor rewarded in career terms, and although management 
training is available to staff, the fact that it is not valued means that too few avail of it.  Many staff 
believe that high quality management skills training should be compulsory for all managers at all 
levels.

A difficulty  to  be  overcome in  the  Department  is  the  lack  of  awareness  amongst  some senior 
diplomats  of the value in and the necessity for acquiring management skills.   There is a belief 
amongst some that diplomats are “different”, that they do not need to learn and formally develop 
the skills of management in addition to the skills of diplomacy.  The focus over the years in the 
Department  of  developing  diplomats,  who are  skilled  in  managing  relationships,  in  generating 
policy and in drafting reports, has led to the creation of an organisation which is poorer than it 
should to be in areas such as planning, prioritisation, communications and managing staff.

Passport Office
A specific leadership and management capacity issue is evidenced by the challenges which exist in 
the Passport Office.  The well publicised industrial relations difficulties of 2010 has left particular 
challenges but, over and above this specific issue, it was clear from the meetings and workshops 
with  staff  that  there  are  still  problems  around  leadership,  staff  management  and  staff 
communications in the Office.

External leadership

Calibre
The external leadership capacities of the Department are widely perceived by stakeholders at home 
and abroad as  being  strong.   The  significant  strategic  successes  of  the  Northern  Ireland peace 
process, the Irish EU Presidencies, the Irish Aid programme and the Global Irish Economic Forum 
are equally a product of highly effective leadership.  The Department has tended to put its most 
capable diplomats into the policy areas of highest priority.

Taking Irish Aid, for example, large NGO stakeholders report that very strong leadership has been 
shown over recent years across the senior levels in Development Co-operation Division (DCD). 
More specifically the head of DCD is responsible for important management innovations such as, 
for example, the Programme Appraisal and Evaluation Group and the codification of Irish Aid’s 
systems and procedures.

It was pointed out by stakeholders abroad that by comparison with the large size of many other 
foreign ministries, the Department’s relatively modest staff numbers (1,500) gives it much more 
flexibility, as with its shorter lines of command it is able to operate with more agility.  This gives 

126



ORP Report on the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade

the Department a competitive advantage in the fast moving, complex external environment in which 
it operates.

All external stakeholders reported that the Department is considered by its peers to be a highly 
effective  honest  broker,  particularly  in  multilateral  areas  such  as  the  United  Nations  and  the 
European Union.  

European Union
Although the Department enjoys a historically strong reputation as a constructive and committed 
member of the EU, recent events have unfortunately tarnished Ireland’s reputation.  The EU/IMF 
programme of support has coloured Ireland’s reputation in the EU institutions and amongst the 
other Member States,  and the Department now has a significant  leadership challenge to rebuild 
Ireland’s stock in Europe.  In addition to this, institutional changes in the EU present challenges to 
all Member State foreign ministries given that they are not now as central to the decision-making 
process  as  they used to  be:  the  centre  of  gravity  has  shifted  away from the  foreign  ministries 
towards the Heads of Government and the Ministers for Finance.  

The changing locus of direction in EU affairs affects all Member States, and the recent integration 
of the EU policy coordination function in the Department of the Taoiseach should help provide 
additional  leadership in the EU domain.   Diplomats in other Permanent  Representations,  senior 
stakeholders in the EU institutions and Government Departments at home praise the Department’s 
Permanent  Representation  to  the  EU  for  its  leadership  and  diplomatic  skills,  but  its  evident 
strengths in capacity will be stretched in the process of rehabilitating Ireland’s reputation in the EU.

Strategy:  Creating shared understanding

Summary:  Internal  communications  within  the  Department  are  mixed:  some  areas  and 
priority policies enjoy a strong sense of shared understanding, while some other areas have 
poor communications.  The handover process when staff are relocated every 2 to 4 years 
particularly  needs  to  be  improved,  and  information  silos  should  be  minimised.   The 
organisational  structure  should  be  reviewed  to  establish  whether  a  geographic  structure 
would bring benefits.

External  communications  are,  however,  much  more  effective.   The  Department’s  senior 
diplomats are respected for their skills and capacity by their peers in diplomatic, enterprise 
and trade, and aid circles worldwide.  Nevertheless, the Department needs to address some 
gaps in capacity in terms of the use of new media, domestic cross-departmental working and 
engaging with public attitudes to the European Union.

Internal shared understanding

Complex organisation
The Department  is  a sizeable organisation,  comprising some 1,500 staff  located in 76 missions 
around the globe and in  9  Headquarters  Divisions in  Dublin.   In addition,  the wide variety of 
different  groupings  of  staff  – such as diplomats,  development  specialists,  lawyers,  accountants, 
general service and local mission staff – challenges the organisation to create a strong sense of 
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shared understanding and transcend the barriers between these groups.  For instance, meetings and 
workshops with staff and the staff survey show that there are significant legacy issues between 
diplomats  on  the  one  hand  and  development  specialists/general  service  staff  on  the  other;  the 
Department needs to work proactively to address these difficult cultural issues.  This combination 
of size, global geographic dispersal and different staff cultures places an onus on the Department to 
ensure it has optimal mechanisms in place to foster a real sense of shared understanding amongst all 
its staff, where all staff feel equally valued, and to ensure that the communication channels are 
appropriately calibrated.

Variable communications
The Department is noticeably strong at creating shared understanding amongst discrete teams of 
staff where the focus is on major policy priorities or in responding to crises.  The success of the 
Northern  Ireland  peace  process  is  a  case  in  point:  here  the  Department  showed  huge  skill  in 
communicating and delivering on its policy, strategy and tactics.  Nevertheless, despite its ability on 
the  big-ticket  items,  staff  at  all  levels  in  the  Department  point  out  that  internal  day-to-day 
communications is patchy in its quality.  Some Ambassadors run effective missions where all staff 
are kept fully informed on all  matters  of relevance and where a positive collegiate  atmosphere 
prevails.  On the other hand, some missions enjoy much less effective communications and in some 
the local staff feel cut off from the diplomatic cadre.  

For instance, in the staff survey 80% of the Third Secretaries, 68% of the First Secretaries and 61% 
of the Counsellors said they did not believe the Divisions and missions were equally valued.  In a 
similar  vein, 71% of Third Secretaries said they did not believe there is a clear shared purpose 
between Headquarters and missions.

Within Headquarters in Dublin the staff of some Divisions indicate that they operate in teams where 
there is a constructive flow of information, while others feel their managers are much less good at 
communicating with them.  The senior managers who necessarily undertake large amounts of travel 
should be especially attentive to the need to communicate effectively with their staff, despite the 
inherent difficulties.  Given the organisational complexity of the Department, it would benefit from 
developing organisational-wide mechanisms to make internal communications less ad hoc and more 
consistent and more effective throughout the organisation.

Handover
A particular feature of the Department which marks it out from most other organisations is the 
continual cycle of postings which means that the diplomatic corps change jobs every 2 to 4 years. 
This annual churn of staff from job to job places a real imperative on the Department to optimise its 
methods of ensuring that organisational knowledge is captured properly and is not frittered away 
every time someone moves  to a new job.   Managing this  is a very significant  challenge.   The 
principal  formal  mechanism  by  which  the  Department  passes  knowledge  from  one  person  to 
another is via the “handover”.  The handover comprises a document which the outgoing diplomat is 
expected to provide to their successor in which matters relevant to the job are written down and 
which acts as a job guide.

In  practice,  however,  the  handover  process  is  somewhat  mixed:  some  diplomats  do  not 
systematically  collect  knowledge  for  their  successor  while  some  do  not  provide  the  handover 
document and so, as a result, some of the fruits of the previous 2 to 4 years work can be lost.  Many 
diplomatic staff reported that the handover process is too ad hoc and informal; moreover, some staff 
find themselves posted to missions abroad without any handover, nor any documentation detailing 
the  mission’s  goals,  strategies,  plans  and  stakeholders,  nor  any information  on  the  local  staff, 
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administration or consular work.  In these circumstances the diplomat must either sink or swim. 
This is not to say that the handover process is poor in most cases.  Some handovers are exemplary 
in  providing  a  bridge  of  knowledge  of  the  mission  from one  diplomat  to  another,  and  many 
diplomats go out of their way to facilitate their successor.  The challenge for the Department is to 
ensure  that  best  practice  in  briefing  one’s  successor  is  built  into  the  handover  process  in  a 
systematic fashion and that compliance is monitored centrally.

Information silos
Information flows between the Department’s organisational units (i.e. between the Headquarters’ 
divisions, between the divisions and the missions, and between the missions) is not as good as it 
could be.  Staff at all levels indicate that the Department’s divisions in Headquarters tend to be poor 
at sharing information with each other and as a result have become somewhat siloed.  For example, 
staff in one division cannot readily access information held in another division even if it has direct 
relevance to them: staff in division ‘a’ are not permitted to see documents in division ‘b’ and vice 
versa.  The only way documents from another division can be seen is to contact someone in that 
division and ask them to email it.  Staff report real frustration with this issue and say it consumes a 
significant amount of time.  The Department needs to rectify this knowledge management issue.

Organisational structure
An appreciable number of staff from the most senior to junior grades indicate dissatisfaction with 
the Department’s existing organisational structure.  In the staff survey, for example, when asked 
what was the main change they would like to see 17% said: reorganise the Department / review the 
structures.  The Department’s organisational structure is a traditional one, typically found in many 
foreign  ministries  around  the  world.   At  Headquarters  there  are  9  divisions  (such  as  Political 
Division,  EU  Division,  Anglo  Irish  Division,  etc)  and  these  manage  the  network  of  missions 
abroad.  Many staff on the other hand would prefer the Department to adopt a different structure, 
one  that  is  used  by  some  foreign  ministries,  which  builds  its  Headquarters’  divisions  around 
geographic areas (such as America,  Europe, Asia, etc) which then manage the missions abroad. 
They claim this  would  eliminate  many of  the  overlaps  that  exist  at  present.   This  geographic 
structure  would  need  to  be  supplemented  by thematic  or  functional  divisions  as  well  (such  as 
Development Co-operation Division, Corporate Services, etc).  The Department should review best 
practice in other successful foreign ministries, get expert advice to assist it in examining the pros 
and cons of changing the organisational structure, and decide whether or not such a change would 
improve its ability to deliver on its strategic objectives.

The pressures on the Department to expand its network of missions overseas requires it to keep 
under constant review ways in which it might be necessary to recalibrate the Department’s overall 
mission coverage – as well as its allocation of staff in Headquarters – so as to ensure both are 
optimal in order to deliver on the Department’s strategic goals laid out in its Statement of Strategy  
2011 - 2013.

Honorary Consuls 
It is the belief of some senior Honorary Consuls that, in order to improve communications between 
the Department and the Honorary Consuls (who provide an invaluable service to the State), they 
should all meet in Ireland every 2 to 3 years in order to meet each other, exchange experiences and 
best practice, meet the Departmental officials with whom they deal regularly, and to get directions 
from Headquarters.   They also  indicated  that  the  Departmental  operational  manuals  should  be 
provided online, where they could be kept current and where changes could be highlighted.
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External shared understanding

Skills
The capacity to influence and persuade and to create shared understanding with actors around the 
world is the stock-in-trade of all diplomatic services and in this the Department’s stakeholders (in 
government  departments  at  home,  in  the  enterprise  and  trade  agencies,  in  other  countries’ 
embassies, in the aid NGOs, in the EU institutions) are quick to compliment the Department’s staff 
for their skills; they are widely described as being very adept at understanding and articulating often 
complex issues.  

New media
Some stakeholders and staff indicated that the Department needs to move beyond the traditional 
communication channels which it uses and move to embrace new media, such as Facebook, and to 
revamp  its  website.   (The  Department’s  website,  for  example,  could  benefit  from being  more 
customer-friendly  and  providing  information  in  the  key  foreign  languages  –  currently  it  only 
supports the English and Irish languages.)  New media is increasingly utilised by organisations to 
communicate and inform and it is felt that the Department should use new media as a channel to 
reach out to the under 30s generation at home and abroad.  For example, Facebook could be used by 
the consular service to help provide consular advice and assistance to young Irish people abroad, 
and it could also be used to provide an information forum on Ireland to young people from other 
countries, and provide information on the EU to young Irish people at home.  On foot of this need 
the Department  has  commissioned a  new website  and is  moving forward to  develop  its  online 
presence, including new/social media.

Decentralisation
The decentralisation of most of Development Cooperation Division (DCD) to Limerick has had a 
negative effect on its capacity to create shared understanding with its main stakeholders.  All of 
DCD’s  main  stakeholders  are  based  in  Dublin,  and  this  results  in  high  transactional  costs  and 
inefficiencies,  and leads to the loss of day-to-day networking opportunities  for DCD managers. 
This increasingly put Irish Aid at a remove from their stakeholders.  Getting diplomats to work in 
Limerick, in keeping with the voluntary nature of decentralisation, is also increasingly difficult and 
this is contributing to growing difficulties in the management coherence within DCD. 

The fracturing of the staff of DCD between its Limerick office (where most of its development 
specialist and general service staff are located) and its Dublin office (where most of its diplomatic 
staff are based) is also contributing to the weakening of the DCD’s organisational memory and 
overall  capacity.   As one  NGO figure said  “no-one should underestimate  the  damage  done by 
cutting  Irish  Aid  off  from  its  mainly  Dublin  based  constituencies:  NGOs,  academics  and 
politicians”.   Another  spoke  of  its  “considerable  detrimental  effect”.   Despite  these  serious 
difficulties, DCD stakeholders state that their relationships with DCD staff remain positive.

Domestic cross-cutting
Some  senior  diplomats  in  the  Department  and  some  senior  stakeholders  in  other  Government 
Departments  said  that  the  Department  should  do  more  to  improve  domestic  cross-cutting  co-
operation.  Nevertheless, it must be acknowledged that the Department worked seamlessly with the 
Departments of the Taoiseach, of Justice and Defence throughout the years of the peace process.

National economic recovery
The overriding imperative to contribute towards Ireland’s national economic recovery will require 
the Department to develop new and closer relationships with the Department of Finance and the 
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Department  of  Public  Expenditure  and Reform to  ensure  foreign  governments,  institutions  and 
media are kept fully up to date with Ireland’s progress towards recovery.   The Department will 
additionally need to develop deeper relationships abroad with key global financial institutions and 
key economic figures as it presents a new economic narrative to the outside world.

European Union and the public
Some stakeholders in the EU domain at home and in the EU institutions in Brussels suggest that the 
Department has not come to terms with the fact that the Irish public does not see Ireland as part of 
the EU in the same way as the Department does, or the fact that the public is less enthusiastically 
pro-EU than the Department.  There is a sense that the Department – in conjunction with the EU 
policy coordination function in the Department of the Taoiseach – needs to engage more with this 
specific domestic agenda; in doing this debate and communication will be key, using language and 
dialogue which reaches out to the public.  Senior figures in the EU institutions point out that the 
State’s influence in the EU is somewhat undermined by Ireland’s domestic EU concerns.
 

Managing delivery:  Customer service and delivery

Summary:  The quality of customer service delivered by the Department is highly praised 
by customers  and stakeholders,  be they the Oireachtas,  other Government  Departments, 
enterprise and trade agencies, aid agencies, citizens, etc.

Excellent service
The  Department  of  Foreign  Affairs  and  Trade  has  a  broad  variety  of  different  customers  and 
stakeholders to whom it provides services.  They range from the citizen to the Oireachtas, from 
enterprise and trade agencies to foreign Governments.  Despite this range the key findings in terms 
of  the  Department’s  capacity  to  deliver  a  service  to  its  customers  are  positive;  customers  and 
stakeholders alike report that they receive an excellent service.

Ministers
The Department places a major emphasis on briefing and supporting the Taoiseach and Ministers. 
Considerable effort is put into providing briefs and significant numbers of staff are engaged in this 
role.  The briefing material is described by Ministers as being of very high quality.  In addition, 
Ministers’ visits abroad are always carefully supported and actively facilitated.

Oireachtas 
Politicians report that the quality of the Department’s staff, their responsiveness and knowledge, 
and their commitment outside normal hours is “exemplary”.  They also state the Department is way 
ahead  of  most  other  Government  Departments  in  the  service  they  provide  to  members  of  the 
Oireachtas, instancing Parliamentary Questions in particular.

Trade promotion
The Department’s stated immediate priority is to promote Ireland’s economic interests and its trade. 
The enterprise and trade agencies with whom the Department works closely express the view that 
the relationship has improved greatly over recent years, that the differing roles are better understood 
now, and that there is ready sharing of information.  The enterprise and trade agencies reported that 
they  greatly  value  the  support  of  embassies  in  promoting  trade  interests  at  home  and abroad. 
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Nevertheless,  the  assignment  of  the  responsibility  for  trade  promotion  to  the  Department  now 
requires it to do even more in this area and to take the leadership role.

EU Presidencies and UN Security Council
The Department has shown its ability to deliver specific, periodic, “big-ticket” priorities.  Examples 
of such successes are the six EU Presidencies and the UN Security Council term in 2001/2 where 
Irish diplomats  have impressed  international  stakeholders  with their  skills  and  their  abilities  to 
manage  complex  relationships.   These  “big-ticket”,  multilateral  priorities  have  always  been 
successful and this  brings great  credit  to the Department  as an organisation – and therefore to 
Ireland as a country.  Stakeholders around the world compliment the Department on its strengths in 
delivering results in these complex environments.

Passport Office
Apart from the falloff in service in 2010 as a result of the industrial action, the Passport Office is 
widely praised  for  the  efficient  service  it  provides  to  the  public,  issuing  in  excess  of  500,000 
passports  annually.   Well  embedded modern  ICT systems  and the convenience  of the An Post 
Passport Express service combined with the willingness of the staff to go the extra mile in the busy 
summer months all  contribute  positively to the high quality service delivered to citizens by the 
Passport Office.

Consular service
The Department’s Consular service provides support to citizens who find themselves in difficulties 
when  abroad.   For  example,  in  2009  the  Department  dealt  with  over  1,300  serious  consular 
emergencies,  including  deaths,  arrests,  kidnaps,  accidents  and  hospitalisations.   This  service 
receives compliments from many quarters and it is clear that Irish citizens are very well served 
abroad; the Department combines an efficient 24/7 service with an evident human touch, and prides 
itself on its clear and close connections with Irish citizens.  Few other foreign services provide the 
level of consular support delivered by the Department and citizens abroad who have availed of the 
service described it as “super supportive in tragic circumstances”.

Government Departments and the EU
One of the Department’s main services to other Government Departments is to facilitate them in 
their  interactions  with  the  EU in  conjunction  with  the  EU policy  coordination  function  in  the 
Department of the Taoiseach.  The Department’s Permanent Representation to the EU is extremely 
highly valued by other Government Departments for their  expertise on the EU, their  quality of 
engagement and their ability.  One Secretary General described the EU Permanent Representation 
as  “extraordinarily  helpful”,  and  another  said  its  staff  were  adept  at  taking  an  “Ireland  Inc” 
perspective, strong at understanding international implications and at understanding the background 
to complex international issues.  

Managing delivery:  Continuous improvement and innovation

Summary:  Many staff  in  the  Department  demonstrate  extraordinary  degrees  of  personal 
adaptability to the different jobs, environments and languages that come with the frequent 
changes in posting.  In spite of this capacity at an individual level, at an organisational level 
the Department does not demonstrate high levels of innovation and it could make better use 
of ICT in particular.
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Flexible staff
A feature of all diplomatic services is the rotation of its staff to new jobs and new countries every 2 
to 4 years.  Few organisations, apart from some multinational companies, expect their staff to be so 
personally  flexible:  the Department’s  staff  might  have 5 to  10 different  postings abroad in  the 
course of their  career.   This demands extraordinary levels  of personal adaptability,  and a great 
willingness  to  change  and  cope  with  different  environments,  cultures  and  languages.   At  an 
individual  level  staff  in  the  Department  (mainly  but  not  exclusively  diplomats)  are  constantly 
adapting to change and embracing new challenges throughout their careers.

Conservative organisation
It  is  something  of  a  paradox,  then,  to  find  that  the  Department  as  an  organisation  is  at  heart 
conservative,  hierarchical  and  traditional.   Staff  clearly  expressed  this  view  and  described  an 
organisational culture where the maxim is “don’t rock the boat”.

In the staff survey the results in the areas of continuous improvement and innovation were quite 
negative.   For  example,  33% of  the  staff  said  the  Department  does  not  encourage  continuous 
improvement and innovation; 35% said it does not respond to new challenges in a flexible and 
timely manner; 45% said they were not kept informed of why change is happening and 45% said 
the Department is not good at managing change.  Nonetheless, 72% of the staff said their opinions 
and views are welcomed and listened to by their manager.

One reason for this conservatism is that in an environment where diplomats are posted to a new job 
as frequently as every 2 to 4 years, their attention is often focussed on securing their next post.  It 
was clear from staff meetings and workshops that this tends to have the effect of making people 
somewhat cautious of surfacing and addressing problems.

Strategy and Performance Unit
The Strategy and Performance Unit was set up in September 2009 to look at how the Department 
does its  business and to  find ways  in which it  could make improvements.   This is  a welcome 
development and shows intent, but the Unit is very small and has yet to gain real traction.  The 
Department  should  consider  giving  it  more  leverage  so  that  it  can  drive  change  and  embed 
improvements and innovation more deeply in the organisation.  It can also be the means by which 
performance targets for policy areas and missions are driven.  The Unit is currently under resourced 
for the challenging remit which it has been given.

ICT an enabler
The  power  of  Information  and  Communications  Technology  (ICT)  to  enable  transformational 
change,  to improve business processes and to help deliver customer services, is now axiomatic. 
Organisations in the private and public sectors increasingly utilise the tools provided by evermore 
sophisticated ICT, and some use ICT as a lever to spearhead radical improvements and innovation. 
However, while the ICT Unit in the Department has delivered the global communications network, 
it  does  not  have a  track  record of  enabling  organisational  innovation.   The  Department  would 
benefit from a greater willingness by the MAC to be open to the possibilities for innovation enabled 
by ICT, but also by the ICT Unit to offer up such possibilities for innovation.  Some examples of 
desirable ICT-enabled innovation recommended by staff in the Department include the following: 
providing  central  systems  for  all  the  corporate  services  processes  used  by  missions  abroad; 
providing an information management system which brings together and organises documents in 
such a way that all staff can readily and rapidly find and access any document that they need; and 
providing mobile access to emails and documents anywhere in the world (although this is currently 
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being piloted).  These innovations are part of the wider requirement for a Departmental knowledge 
management system.

Managing resources:  Information and Communications Technology (ICT)

Summary:  The staff of the ICT Unit are regarded by their internal customers within the 
Department as being helpful at solving day to day ICT problems, and the Passport Office 
utilises  modern  effective  ICT  systems  to  help  generate  passports  quickly  and  securely. 
However, there are two priority knowledge management issues which the Department must 
resolve: providing secure mobile devices to staff, and delivering a solution to the problem of 
ad hoc and siloed storage of electronic documents.

ICT Unit
The  ICT  Unit  in  the  Department  is  typical  of  those  in  many  Government  Departments:  it  is 
modestly  staffed,  with  a  mixture  of  civil  servants  and  outside  contractors.   The  staff  of  the 
Department are most complimentary of the staff in the Unit’s helpfulness in solving day-to-day ICT 
problems in all parts of the organisation around the world.  However, although the ICT Unit has 
minimal capacity to develop applications – which hampers it from becoming involved in in-house 
developments  –  it  is  an  internal  service  to  the  organisation  and  as  described  in  the  chapter 
Continuous  Improvement  and Innovation the  Department’s senior  management  should be more 
aware of the possibilities enabled by innovative ICT.

Passport Office
The ICT systems which support the Passport Office are provided by an outside contractor and these 
systems are highly effective.  The Department deserves credit for utilising modern technology to 
enable the fast, secure creation of passports.  Nonetheless, the ICT Unit has little direct involvement 
in the Passport Office’s systems and this runs the risk of the Office becoming over-dependent on an 
outside contractor.  

Mobile devices
A  major  bone  of  contention  amongst  diplomats  and  other  staff  –  given  the  extent  of  their 
international travel obligations – is the fact that they are not provided with mobile devices (such as 
laptops and Blackberries) which would allow them to access Departmental emails and documents 
while out of the office.  The ability to access emails and files while on the move is a basic business 
requirement of any diplomat’s life.  The ICT Unit contends that the security risks are too great. 
However,  other foreign services and other Irish Government  Departments  which also deal with 
sensitive issues routinely use mobile  devices  and have adopted industry standard procedures  to 
ensure that there is no significant security risk.  The Department is currently reviewing this issue as 
a priority and is undertaking a pilot project to test the security of mobile devices with a view to 
providing its staff with these necessary tools of the trade.

Knowledge management
Another issue cited by large numbers of staff is perceived as being an ICT issue when in fact it is 
much  more  of  an  organisational  and  behavioural  matter.   The  issue  is  the  management  of 
information, i.e. knowledge management.  Information is the life blood of a diplomatic service and 
the Department should hold and organise its information (its documents) in such a way that it is all 
instantly accessible by any authorised member of staff from anywhere in the world.  
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In  the  past,  before  PCs  became  ubiquitous,  the  Department  stored  its  documents  and  files 
systematically in paper files.  When PCs became the norm the Department’s documents and files 
gradually switched to being held in electronic format.  Electronic files and documents are not stored 
in a systematic way across the whole Department.  Some are stored on individuals’ PCs (where 
nobody else can access them) and others are stored on divisional servers (where only staff working 
in that division can access them).  The only way a person can see a document which has been saved 
on an individual PC or on a server belonging to another division is to contact the PC owner or 
someone working in the relevant division and ask them to send the document as an attachment to an 
email.

The Department does not therefore have a systematic, organisation-wide approach to the storage of 
electronic files and documents, nor does it permit cross-divisional access to them, nor does it utilise 
a document tagging process which would facilitate document access by theme or by country for 
example.  As a consequence, staff widely report real frustration with the inordinate amount of time 
that is wasted chasing documents.  This issue also promotes silos of information and knowledge and 
has a negative effect on the Department’s institutional memory over time.  

The solution to this issue is not just an ICT one – it is organisational.  Senior management needs to 
understand knowledge as an asset to be mined.  The Department must address this priority issue, 
obtain  expert  advice  and  establish  a  knowledge  management  solution  which  creates,  captures, 
shares and uses information in the most efficient way so as to enable documents to be retrieved 
instantly from across the organisation by theme or country or function and made available on any of 
the  Department’s  PCs  or  mobile  devices  anywhere  in  the  world,  provided  the  person  has  the 
appropriate access authority.  The experiences of other organisations in the public and the private 
sectors which have done this would be instructive: the New Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
and Trade, for instance, has a Knowledge Services Division specifically responsible for delivering 
knowledge management.

Managing resources:  HR

Summary:  The quality of the Department’s staff in most areas of the organisation is high. 
Nevertheless,  the  Department  faces  a  number  of  challenging  yet  important  issues  in  HR 
capacity,  which require attention, such as: management training, trade promotion training, 
languages training, postings, support for partners, and cross-stream relations.

Human resources
The Department’s customers and stakeholders recognise the quality of its staff: their motivation, 
commitment, flexibility, judgement and intelligence were repeatedly referenced.  The Department 
enjoys an advantage over nearly all other Government Departments in that it recruits its diplomats 
(who fill  its  most  senior positions) primarily via a dedicated graduate  entry process.  Amongst 
young people looking for careers there is a real cachet attached to the prospect of being a diplomat, 
and perhaps in time becoming an Ambassador, and this acts as a strong draw for extremely able, 
intelligent and ambitious young graduates.

Equally many other staff (for example, in the Irish Aid development specialist stream) are clearly 
extremely skilled and effective as well.  The Department also has an intensely competitive internal 
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culture amongst its diplomats which drives a culture of individual high performance.  The staff 
survey showed very high levels  of general  satisfaction:  82% of the staff are satisfied with the 
quality of work assigned to them, 94% say they have the required skill sets to do their job well, and 
77% of the staff would recommend the Department as a good place to work.

HR challenges
However, despite its strengths in terms of staff capacity, there are some difficult issues in the HR 
arena that require attention.  It is also worth pointing out that some of these problem areas are not 
just  confined  to  the  Department  but  are  in  fact  difficulties  that  challenge  most  Government 
organisations to a greater or lesser degree.  It will be a challenge for the Department to resolve these 
issues if it is to prevent the organisation’s overall capacity from slipping, particularly as some of 
them do not  suggest  ready solutions.   The Department  points  out  that  it  is  being significantly 
impacted by a lack of staff resources, citing the ICT Unit as an example where its current staff 
complement is only 18 as opposed to its approved staff level of 28. 

Training
An organisation like the diplomatic service, which has a global footprint and constantly rotates its 
staff  through different  jobs  and different  countries,  needs  a  first  class  training  capability.   The 
experience  of  staff  is  that  the  training  provided  to  them has  improved  over  recent  years  (for 
instance: the pre-posting training is getting better all the time; Third Secretaries say the negotiations 
skills  training  is  excellent  and  their  new  mentoring  programme  is  a  positive  development). 
However, despite these positive features of the training offering, staff also point out some important 
weaknesses.  In the staff survey, for instance, 39% said the training and development area was not 
managed well in the Department.  The Department is aware of this issue and has established a MAC 
sub-group to resolve it.

Management training
As has been described in the earlier chapter Strategy:  Giving Leadership, staff expressed the clear 
view that the Department’s  management skills training needs to be significantly improved.  All 
managers,  whether  they are  diplomats  or  not,  no matter  what  their  stream or grade,  who have 
responsibility for managing staff should be trained in management skills.  

Trade promotion training
The Department’s role in promoting trade as part of the national economic recovery process has 
taken on a particular importance at the current time and yet the majority of its staff (arising from 
longstanding  approaches  to  recruitment  and  training  policies)  have  no  qualifications  in  or 
experience of trade, business, economics, banking or finance, although many staff do have hands-on 
experience of trade promotion.  The staff of the Department have expertise in the more traditional 
foreign ministry skills such as diplomacy, conflict resolution, disarmament, relationship building 
and so on, but in the current circumstances it will need to gain similar expertise and literacy in these 
new skills.  

The Department will find it hard to play as full a part as it could in Ireland’s economic recovery 
without staff who are familiar with the language and the business of trade development,  and in 
addition its staff will need to be comfortable with the worlds of finance and economics in order to 
present the new narrative of economic recovery to institutions and media abroad.  The transfer of 
the trade promotion portfolio from the Department of Enterprise, Jobs and Innovation adds to this 
imperative.  The Department should, as a priority, examine ways of promoting capacity building in 
trade promotion, taking regard of the findings about this issue described under Trade promotion in 
the Strategy:  Setting strategic direction chapter.  In addition, increased senior level entry into the 
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Department through the Senior Public Service (SPS) programme (and at other management grades) 
on a temporary or a permanent  basis  could assist  in this  regard by accelerating the increase in 
capacity in specific skills.

Languages training
The Department’s language training is not as good as that provided by some other – admittedly 
much better resourced – foreign ministries and many staff believe the Department should do more 
to  support  its  staff  who are  posted  to  non-English  speaking  countries  abroad.   Given that  the 
greatest  potential  for  economic  development  and consequent  trade  opportunities  exists  in  Asia, 
many believe that the Department should invest in a critical mass of staff proficient in the key Asian 
languages.  

In practice many diplomats only start to learn the language of the country they are posted to when 
they arrive there.   Although there are undoubted resource constraints  limiting the ability of the 
Department to provide in-depth country and language preparation, it is nonetheless incumbent on an 
organisation  that  justifiably  prides  itself  on  the  quality  of  its  staff  to  provide  them with  more 
comprehensive language training supports and to ensure staff are given sufficient time to get up to 
speed in advance of going abroad.  In the feedback part of the staff survey, the Department’s staff 
particularly recommended the “need for more and better language training”.

With the more difficult  languages the training should start a couple of years in advance of the 
posting in order for the diplomat to become proficient; however, the Department does not make 
decisions on postings in sufficient time to enable this to be done.  Another constraint is that some 
individuals do not want to make the personal investment in learning certain languages given that 
they are so difficult and will most likely only benefit them for one posting in their entire career. 
Despite the constraints on the Department in terms of boosting its language skills capacity, its staff 
at all levels express a desire that more should be done.

Consular training and trauma support
It is the junior diplomats (Third Secretaries) who mostly deal with the consular cases (i.e. Irish 
citizens  who  have  encountered  serious  difficulties  abroad)  and  many  of  them  indicated  they 
received less than adequate training in consular work in advance of being posted abroad, and some 
say they have on occasion received insufficient support from their managers when dealing with 
difficult, traumatic or unreasonable consular cases in missions abroad.

In addition, many staff across the organisation – and within the HR Unit itself – say that exposure to 
trauma  and  tragedies  (for  example,  tsunami,  earthquakes,  bombings,  civil  unrest,  etc)  can  be 
particularly  individually  damaging,  as  can  personal  difficulties,  but,  unlike  some  other  foreign 
services, staff who have experienced crises are not supported by appropriate professional services. 
The Department should review its consular training and trauma support services and seek to bridge 
the gaps that exist.

Postings
The whole business of postings consumes a significant amount of the energy and attention of all 
diplomats.  This is not surprising as postings have such a large impact on the diplomat’s job, their 
partner, their colleagues, their status, and their children.  The frequency of postings (every 2 to 4 
years) leads inevitably to a considerable amount of ongoing disruption to the diplomat’s life and 
that of their family.
In the annual postings process diplomats who are due a posting indicate their preferences for the 
forthcoming  vacancies.   It  is  recognised  that  the  postings  process  is  a  complex  one  and  is 
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necessarily  competitive  given  the  likelihood  that  some  locations  in  particular  will  be 
oversubscribed.  Decisions are made having regard to the specific requirements of the posts, the 
development  opportunities  for  individuals,  and  in  the  context  of  the  priority  attached  to  their 
existing work.  Nonetheless, diplomats of all grades are strongly of the view that, because of the 
enormous impact that postings have on them, there is a need for greater transparency about the 
criteria and the competencies required for particular posts and missions and for increasing the level 
of feedback to individuals on the decisions made.

Apart  from the personal  impacts  of postings,  many stakeholders – particularly  amongst  the aid 
agencies – reported that the churn of diplomats and development specialists into and out of jobs 
leads to a noticeable erosion of organisational knowledge and a loss of continuity over time which 
requires  the  agencies  to  invest  time  and  resources  in  constantly  rebuilding  their  professional 
relationships with the Department.   Stakeholders indicate some frustration with these issues and 
would  welcome  any  initiatives  which  would  alleviate  them,  such  as  an  effective  knowledge 
management system between post-holders in the Department.

Partners
It was the societal norm for previous generations who worked in the foreign service for the partners 
of diplomats not to have their own careers, thus facilitating moves abroad.  However, over time the 
norm has changed and the majority of diplomats now have partners who have careers of their own. 
This societal change has increased the pressure on the lives of diplomats and their working partners.

Some diplomats take postings under duress and their partner/children stay at home if the partner has 
a career which they are unable or unwilling to forego; this is not, however, a long term socially 
acceptable  solution.   Some  partners  give  up  good  careers  to  support  the  diplomat,  and  it  is 
acknowledged  that  partners  do  a  large  amount  of  unpaid  but  hugely  valuable  work  while  on 
postings.  The career, caring and economic consequences of postings for some are not adequately 
offset by the existing in-house support mechanisms.  The Department is aware of this issue – it is 
one shared by all foreign services – but nonetheless its importance means the Department should do 
all it possibly can to alleviate it.

Cross-stream relations
It was evident from meetings and workshops held with staff and from the staff survey that there is 
something  of  a  divide  between  the  diplomats  and the  development  specialist  /  general  service 
streams.  The staff survey identified the division between diplomatic and other grades as one of the 
primary weaknesses in the Department.  While divisions between different grade streams are not 
unknown in other civil  service departments,  in the Department  of Foreign Affairs  and Trade it 
manifests itself markedly in a couple of places.  Part of the problem is the lack of awareness of the 
perception of elitism within the organisation.

Examples of where there is noticeable tension are on the one hand in the Development Cooperation 
Division (Irish Aid) where relationships  between diplomats  and development  specialists/general 
service staff are poor, and on the other hand in the Passport Office where the general service staff 
and management feel semi-detached from their diplomat senior managers.  These are matters of 
organisational behaviour that the Department should resolve if it wishes to get the best out of the 
strengths inherent in a diverse multi-stream Department.
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Staff allocation
The staff survey identified the allocation of staff as a particular weakness, and staff suggested that 
areas for improvement would include a more equal distribution of work, better matching of staff 
skills to roles and providing more junior staff with more challenging work.  In the staff survey 51% 
of all respondents (and 34% of those at the Assistant Secretary grade or above) said the allocation 
of staff was not managed well.  The largest proportion (18%) of the comments in the staff survey 
identifying  the  primary  weakness  of  the  Department  focussed  on  this  theme:  staff  allocation, 
unequal distribution of work, too heavy workloads and assignments not being based on skills or 
experience made up the largest number of comments.  The Department should review this issue in 
conjunction  with  the  organisational  structure  question  in  the  Strategy: Creating  Shared 
Understanding chapter with a view to optimising the allocation of its staff across the organisation 
and the prioritisation necessary in the light of the Employment Control Framework.

Gender
Although women in the Department are at least as well represented at senior levels as in the rest of 
the civil service they do face challenges nonetheless; the particular nature of the work – for example 
the frequent travel, postings abroad and a long hours culture – pose difficulties in terms of caring 
responsibilities.   The Department  has recently surveyed its  staff and set up a working group to 
address this issue.

PMDS
The  Department  substantially  improved  its  compliance  with  the  Performance  Management  and 
Development  System  (PMDS)  from  2009  to  2010.   In  2010,  for  example,  the  Principal 
Officer/Counsellor/Senior  Development  Specialist  grades  had  65%  compliance,  the  Assistant 
Principal/First  Secretary/Development  Specialist  grades  had  75%  compliance  and  the  Third 
Secretary grade had 88% compliance.  Nevertheless, despite this improvement, it was evident from 
the  staff  workshops  and  meetings  that  more  could  be  done  to  ensure  PMDS  is  used  to  help 
individuals to clarify their roles and work, to ensure people’s performance in their job is as good as 
it can be, and to link the work of staff to the organisation’s wider goals and targets.  

One reason for this is that the Department can tend see itself as somewhat removed from the norms 
of the rest of the civil service, and another reason put forward by staff and managers is the way in 
which  the  nature  of  small  two-person  missions  abroad  can  make  the  PMDS  process  an 
uncomfortable challenge where negative feedback is required.  

The  staff  survey  shows  that  46%  of  staff  overall  do  not  believe  that  staff  performance  and 
management is managed well within the Department.  The results broken down by grade show that 
78% of the Third Secretaries, 71% of the First Secretaries, 56% of the Counsellors, 60% of the 
Principal  Officers/Principal  Development  Specialists,  and  26% of  the  Assistant  Secretaries  and 
above say that staff performance and management is not managed well.

The  Department  should  review  its  operation  of  PMDS  and,  although  it  recently  launched  an 
initiative  to  further  strengthen  the  evaluation  process  across  the  Department,  it  should  take 
cognizance  of  best  practice  and seek  to  make  better  use  of  PMDS to  improve  individual  and 
organisational performance and to deliver on its priorities.

HR Unit management
The HR Unit  in  the Corporate  Services  Division has  a  particularly  challenging  task,  given the 
international spread of the Department’s staff (many of whom are locally recruited abroad), and the 
significant complexities inherent in the rotation of diplomats through regular postings abroad.  The 
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HR Unit has an unenviable job to do. The staff of the Department are quick to compliment the Unit 
on how sympathetic and flexible it can be at fraught moments in their lives.  However, the staff also 
state that too much about how the HR Unit operates is too ad hoc, with processes and procedures 
applied inconsistently at times.   There is a strong view amongst many staff that  the practice of 
appointing diplomats to the most senior posts in the HR Unit on the same basis as a posting (i.e. for 
2  to  4  years  only)  results  in  a  lack  of  continuity  in  organisational  HR memory and a  lack  of 
specialist HR expertise in what is an ever more complex and demanding area.  Many staff believe 
the  Assistant  Secretary  and Principal  Officer  level  senior  managers  in  the  HR Unit  should  be 
professionally trained HR specialists who will spend many years in the role and will thus build the 
deep reservoirs of organisational HR knowledge, expertise and continuity that are required.

Morale
Reductions in income and staff numbers coupled with the growing demands of the job have – in 
conjunction with the other issues described in this review – led to low morale amongst many staff. 
This  is  an  issue  which  is  shared  by other  civil  service  Departments  and Offices.   The  virtual 
elimination of promotion is another factor that has a negative effect on the morale of an ambitious 
cadre  of  officials.   The  staff  of  the  Department  are  evidently  very  stretched  in  many  areas, 
according to most customers and stakeholders, but they are complimented on the way in which their 
dedication  to  the  job  enables  them to  deliver  a  highly  praised  service  to  their  customers  and 
stakeholders.   Nevertheless,  this  all  comes  at  an  individual  and  organisational  price,  and  the 
Department should seek to find ways of alleviating the ongoing low morale given that the budgetary 
pressures on the organisation are unlikely to diminish in the short to medium term.

Third Secretaries
Even though 80% of the Third Secretaries  said in the staff  survey they would recommend the 
Department as a good place to work, the Third Secretaries had the lowest results of all grades for 
many of the questions in the survey.  For example, on whether the Department achieves a good 
balance between the management of long term strategy and short term issues, on whether business 
plans and activities are co-ordinated across the Department, on whether they are satisfied with the 
level of co-operation amongst people in the Department, on whether the Department encourages 
continuous improvement and innovation.  The negative responses in the staff survey from the Third 
Secretary grade would warrant further investigation by the Department.

EU careers
Ireland’s place within the EU is vitally important to its national interest, all the more so now that the 
country has suffered reputational damage within the EU.  An established way for a Member State to 
gain traction and extend its influence is to ensure that it facilitates candidates in competing for and 
obtaining jobs in the various EU institutions, as well as in other international organisations such as 
the OECD, IMF, World Bank, etc.  Numbers of senior stakeholders in the EU would encourage the 
Irish Government  to implement  a policy to actively encourage and assist  suitable  candidates  to 
secure  careers  in  the  EU institutions  as  part  of  a  long  term campaign  to  help  boost  Ireland’s 
influence in the EU in the future.  A concerted approach across all Departments and the dedication 
of resources will be essential if progress is to be made in this area.

Managing Resources:  Finance

Summary:  The Department has a strong capacity in the financial management of its two 
votes: Vote 28 (Foreign Affairs) and Vote 29 (Irish Aid).
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Finance Unit
The  experience  of  staff  and  stakeholders  is  that  the  Finance  Unit  is  competent,  focussed  and 
demonstrates  clear  financial  accountability.   The financial  management  systems  have improved 
over time, for example with the Sun system, and they are now strong.

Irish Aid
All Irish Aid programmes are audited by internal audit specialists including accountants, and its 
funds evaluation and allocation process is extremely rigorous.  Development Cooperation Division 
(DCD) constantly  drives  improvements  in  project  management  and financial  governance.   The 
DCD’s internal audit team (which will be merged with the overall Department’s Finance Unit team) 
reviews all third party audit reports and conducts due diligence on all prospective aid partners in 
advance of any approval for funding.  Aid agencies are typically required to have two meetings per 
year with DCD, combined with two monitoring visits by DCD to aid programmes in the field, as 
well as complying with the regular financial reporting mechanisms.

Audit 
The Audit Committee reports to the Secretary General of the Department, who is the accounting 
officer for Votes 28 and 29 (Foreign Affairs and Irish Aid respectively).  It may advise the Minister 
for  Foreign  Affairs  and  Trade  and  the  Minister  of  State  for  Development  Cooperation.   The 
Committee  has  a  chairperson  and  at  least  three  ordinary  members  drawn  from  outside  the 
Department.   The  members  of  the  Committee  either  have  general  accounting  experience, 
professional audit experience or professional experience in the area of development cooperation and 
the evaluation of aid programmes.  The Committee provides an independent appraisal of the audit 
and evaluation arrangements for these two Votes, with a view to strengthening internal controls and 
risk management.  The Committee provides an annual report to the Secretary General.  It meets 
regularly with senior members of staff, receives reports, makes recommendations and tracks their 
implementation.   It  also  works  closely  with  the  Department’s  Evaluation  and  Audit  Unit  and 
reviews its work.

Comptroller and Auditor General
The reports of the Office of the Comptroller and Auditor General show that there are no issues with 
the Department’s financial management and that it is very much on top of the significant funds 
distributed through Irish Aid.

Managing delivery:  Governance

Summary:  The overall governance capacity of the Department is robust.  The Development 
Cooperation Division is effective at managing the aid agencies which it funds; it has proven 
governance mechanisms in place and is strong at holding them to account.

Overall governance
The  governance  and  accountability  framework  of  the  Department  is  made  up  of  a  number  of 
interlocking mechanisms.  The Department’s external governance comprises the following:

• The  Comptroller  and  Auditor  General  (C&AG)  (who  audits  the  annual  Appropriation 
Accounts for each Vote, and periodically conducts other assignments, including value for 
money audits; it presents its reports to the Public Accounts Committee). 
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• The Dáil Committee of Public Accounts (PAC) (which examines the reports of the C&AG, 
and at which the Department’s Accounting Officer – the Secretary General – is required to 
attend). 

• The Joint Oireachtas Committee on Foreign Affairs (FAC) (this Committee approves the 
Estimates for both Votes, which are presented in the format of an Annual Output Statement 
linking costs to high level goals and objectives with related key performance indicators). 

• The Audit Committee of the Department (which reviews the audit and evaluation work 
plans and their implementation). 

• Externally  Commissioned Audits  are  undertaken by internationally  recognised  firms  in 
Irish Aid Programme Countries. 

The Department’s internal governance comprises the following:

• The Evaluation and Audit Unit of the Department (which manages the evaluation function, 
the internal audit function and value-for-money reviews; the head of the unit reports to the 
Secretary General). 

• Value-for-money and policy reviews. 

• The Strategy and Performance  Unit  (which  inspects  missions  abroad and recommends 
organisational improvements).

Development Cooperation Division
The Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade does not have any State agencies under its aegis. 
However, the Department’s Development Cooperation Division (DCD) manages a large overseas 
aid programme (Irish Aid) and it uses a network of third party aid agencies to deliver it  on the 
ground.  The Department works with a number of different aid agencies, some based in Ireland and 
some based abroad, some large and some small, in order to achieve its goals.

The DCD has very well  developed governance mechanisms which set  out standards for its aid 
agency partners  and hold  them to  account.   The  2007-2011 Multi-Annual  Programme Scheme 
(MAPS) programme is  a  DCD developed framework which demonstrates  impact  and assists  in 
managing for results,  and MAPS is in addition under a continual process of improvement.   By 
measuring baselines, objectives and targets against results achieved, DCD maintains a firm grip on 
ensuring Irish Aid funds achieve optimal impact on the ground.  The relationship between DCD and 
the aid agencies which it funds is widely regarded as best practice internationally and it typically 
consists of the following: regular consultation, field visits which closely follow the money, careful 
evaluation,  audited  financial  statements,  a  focus  on  value  for  money  and  a  results-based 
management focus leading to a clear linkage between Irish Aid funding and aid agency delivery 
outcomes.  

Large aid agencies reported that the MAPS programme is seen as enlightened in the aid world and 
is effective at  holding them to account,  and they say it  is the envy of other foreign ministries’ 
development aid offices.  It is no surprise therefore that the latest OECD Development Assistance 
Committee Peer Review of Irish Aid (2009) was complimentary,  most especially in the area of 
implementing aid effectively.
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Evaluation:  Performance measurement and management

Summary:  The  Development  Cooperation  Division  has  strong  capacity  in  its  use  of 
performance  measurement  and  management:  its  systematic  use  of  targets,  output  and 
outcome metrics is most impressive.  However, there is less appetite for these disciplines in 
some  other  divisions  and  the  Department  should  review  to  what  extent  it  can  utilise 
performance measurement  and management  techniques in the more traditional  diplomatic 
areas.

As far  as performance  measurement  and management  is  concerned,  the Department  of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade consists of two quite different strands of thought and practice.  On the one hand 
the Development Cooperation Division (DCD) which manages the Irish Aid programme has fully 
embraced the disciplines of performance management and measurement, while on the other hand 
the rest of the Department is somewhat more ambivalent about their value.

Development Cooperation Division
In many ways the DCD is culturally different to the other non-aid divisions in the Department.  One 
reason is that  DCD has a cohort of development specialists  who have significant  experience of 
working in other organisations and they have brought in fresh thinking.   The DCD uses a full 
system of targets,  metrics,  output  and outcome measures  to  ensure it  delivers  on its  goals  and 
objectives.   Staff at all  levels  within DCD have bought into the value of rigorous performance 
measurement  and management.   For instance:  development  aid  missions  abroad utilise  detailed 
performance frameworks to underpin the Country Strategy Plans and strive to assess the impact of 
the aid programme despite the difficulties often created by the lack of public statistics available in 
many developing countries.  DCD has therefore a strong capacity to track performance out in the 
field and at a macro level.

Traditional diplomatic divisions
There  are  two  schools  of  thought  in  the  Department’s  other  divisions  about  the  value  of 
performance measurement and management.  One school claims traditional diplomatic work is not 
amenable to measurement and therefore it does not make sense to try to measure it.  The other 
claims that while it is difficult to measure diplomatic work, this is used too readily as an excuse to 
dismiss measurement generally and believes the Department should do more to engage with this 
question.  (The work of the consular service and the Passport Office, however, is well suited to 
measurement and as a result systems of metrics are used to help manage performance there.)

More focus on outcomes and on measurement is possible in traditional diplomacy and some staff 
would  welcome an  initiative  –  to  include  staff  consultation  –  which  would  look afresh  at  the 
potential of using performance measurement and management techniques in the Department’s more 
traditional diplomatic areas.  Currently, although there is a new system of work plans in place for 
missions  abroad,  more  could  be  done  to  use  targets  and  measures  to  link  inputs,  outputs  and 
outcomes.  The approach used by the Foreign and Commonwealth Office in the UK, for instance, 
might be instructive in this regard.

Trade promotion
In  terms  of  the  requirement  for  the  Department  to  contribute  to  Ireland’s  national  economic 
recovery, it is clear that the relationship between the Department and the trade agencies in particular 
will  continue  to be of importance.   The Department  has a  clear  role to play in facilitating the 

143



ORP Report on the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade

enterprise and trade agencies to promote trade.  Some of these agencies would welcome a joint 
approach with the Department which would define appropriate, national, joint performance metrics 
as a step towards ensuring all organisations work together even more effectively in what is a highly 
competitive and rigorous trade promotion world.  Another Foreign Ministry, for example, assigns 
measurable trade development targets for its missions.

The use of “Ireland Houses” – the flagship example is in New York where the Consulate and the 
enterprise and trade agencies all share one floor in the same office block – is a useful way to bring 
the  different  organisations  together  physically  as  a  spur  to  even  closer  co-ordination  and  co-
operation.

Evaluation:  Customer and stakeholder feedback, and input into policy and strategy

Summary:  The Department has displayed an impressive capacity in a number of areas to 
obtain feedback from its customers and stakeholders and to input the lessons learned into the 
creation of policy and strategy, but it could do more in the area of systematically surveying 
them.

Customers and stakeholders alike report that the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade has a 
strongly developed capacity learned over a long period of time of engaging with them; as a result 
they find the Department to be collaborative, strong at maintaining bilateral relationships, effective 
at teasing out issues and at advising.  These plaudits cover all aspects of the Department’s work: 
political, NGO, aid agencies, enterprise and trade agencies, Government Departments, etc.  It is to 
the Department’s credit that its customers and stakeholders give it such a strong report card in the 
areas  of  listening  to  feedback  and  at  inputting  any  lessons  learned  into  policy  and  strategy 
formulation.

Two instances of this strength are in the Northern Ireland peace process where the Department was 
consistently excellent at heeding feedback from a wide range of sources, and secondly in the Irish 
Aid arena where the annual NGO Forum is very much valued by the aid agencies and illustrates a 
more formalised approach to consultation.

Nevertheless, the Department could do more to regularly survey its customers in order to track 
customer  satisfaction  over time.   It  would benefit  from obtaining  systematic  feedback from its 
different customer groups such as, for example, the public as customers of the consular service.  
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Box 5.1

The Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade’s 
organisational chart
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Network of diplomatic missions
Ireland maintains diplomatic relations with 174 States.  In addition to offices in Armagh 

and Belfast, the Department maintains a network of 76 missions (58 Embassies, 7 
multilateral missions and 11 Consulates General and other offices) overseas.  There are, 

in addition, 88 Honorary Consuls.
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Box 5.2
The Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade’s network of diplomatic missions

Country of primary 
accreditation

Location of mission Country/countries of secondary 
accreditation

Argentina Buenos Aires Bolivia, Chile, Paraguay, Uruguay
Australia Canberra Fiji, New Zealand, Solomon 

Islands (pending Papua New 
Guinea)

Australia Sydney – Consulate General
Austria Vienna50

Belgium Brussels51

Brazil Brasilia
Bulgaria Sofia Georgia, Armenia
Canada Ottawa Jamaica, Bahamas
China Beijing Mongolia
China Shanghai – Consulate General
Cyprus Nicosia
Czech Republic Prague Ukraine
Denmark Copenhagen Iceland
Egypt Cairo Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, Sudan
Estonia Tallinn
Ethiopia Addis Ababa52

Finland Helsinki
France Paris53

Germany Berlin
Greece Athens Albania, Republic of Serbia
Holy See Holy See
Hungary Budapest Republic of Montenegro, Republic 

of Kosovo
India New Delhi Bangladesh, Nepal, Sri Lanka
Iran Tehran Pakistan, Afghanistan
Israel Tel Aviv
Italy Rome54 Libya, San Marino
Japan Tokyo
Korea Seoul Democratic People’s Republic of 

Korea (North Korea)
Latvia Riga
Lesotho Maseru

50 The  Ambassador  to  Vienna  is  also  Permanent  Representative  to  the  United  Nations  Industrial  Development
    Organisation (UNIDO), the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty 
    Organisation (CTBTO) and the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC).
51 The Ambassador in Brussels is also head of the Liaison Office to the Partnership for Peace.
52 The Ambassador in Ethiopia is also Ireland’s representative to the African Union.
53 A  Counsellor  in  Paris  is  also  Ambassador  and  Permanent  Representative  to  the  OECD and  Ambassador  and  
      Permanent Delegate to UNESCO. 
54 The  Ambassador  in  Rome is  also accredited  to  the Food & Agriculture  Organisation  (FAO),  the  World Food  
      Programme  (WFP)  and  the  International  Fund  for  Agricultural  Development  (IFAD).
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Network of Diplomatic Missions continued                                                                           Box 5.2 continued

Malaysia Kuala Lumpur Thailand
Malta Valletta
Mexico Mexico City Colombia, Cuba, El Salvador, 

Peru, Venezuela
Mozambique Maputo Angola, Botswana
Netherlands The Hague
Nigeria Abuja Ghana, Liberia, Senegal (pending), 

Sierra Leone, Chad
Norway Oslo
Poland Warsaw
Portugal Lisbon Morocco
Romania Bucharest Moldova
Russia Moscow Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, 

Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, 
Turkmenistan

Saudi Arabia Riyadh Oman, Yemen, Bahrain
Singapore Singapore Philippines, Brunei, Indonesia, 

[Timor Leste]
Slovakia Bratislava Republic of Macedonia
Slovenia Ljubljana Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia
South Africa Pretoria Democratic republic of Congo, 

Zimbabwe
Spain Madrid Andorra, Tunisia
Sweden Stockholm
Switzerland Berne Algeria, Lichtenstein
Tanzania Dar-es-Salaam Burundi, Eritrea, Kenya
Turkey Ankara Azerbaijan
United Arab Emirates Abu Dhabi Kuwait, Qatar, [Bahrain]
Uganda Kampala Rwanda
UK London
UK Edinburgh – Consulate General
United States of America Washington
United States of America Atlanta – Consulate General
United States of America Boston – Consulate General
United States of America Chicago – Consulate General
United States of America New York – Consulate General
United States of America San Francisco – Consulate General
Vietnam Hanoi Cambodia, Laos
Zambia Lusaka Namibia

Countries with asymmetrical accreditation to Ireland (i.e. countries which have appointed an Ambassador to Ireland but to whom Ireland 
has not appointed an Ambassador): Iraq, Honduras, Nicaragua, Burkina Faso, Gambia, Mauritius, Cote d’Ivoire, Dominican Republic, 
Guinea.  Pending: Gabon, Belize, Cook Islands, St. Vincent & Grenadines
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CHAPTER

 6
Observations on the Third Round of the Organisational Review Programme

Observations by Dr. Richard Boyle on the Third 
Round of the ORP

Introduction

These observations on the reports produced during the third round of the Organisational Review 
Programme (ORP) are made from the perspective of an independent reviewer.  I read a final draft of 
the reports at the same time as they were submitted to the departments reviewed for fact checking.  I 
met with the members of the central ORP team to discuss the findings, but had no involvement in 
the review process.

In carrying out this  independent  review, I was conscious of the stated purpose of the ORP ‘to 
review the capacities of individual government departments and major offices in the three key areas 
of developing strategy, managing delivery and conducting evaluations’.  I was also conscious of the 
vastly changed landscape within which the reviews were undertaken compared to when the ORP 
was first announced in 2006.  In many ways, the dramatic financial and economic downturn since 
then, including reductions in workforce size and expenditure levels, impacts on the manner in which 
departments  and offices  address  capacity  issues.   But  the  changed  environment  also raises  the 
importance of capacity – there has rarely been a time when the need for more effective capacity 
management in departments and offices has been greater.

In providing my observations I was concerned with both the methodology and process involved in 
producing the reports and the content of the ORP reports.  Comments on the methodology and 
process are to be found in my general observations on the ORP experience contained in the separate 
report on the ‘look back’ process published at the same time as this report.  Here, my comments 
concern issues arising from an examination of the content of the reports. 

The content of the reports55

The reports produced were of a high standard, using the evidence provided from the process in a 
sound manner to produce credible findings on capacity as defined at the outset of the ORP, i.e. 
covering the areas of developing strategy, managing delivery and conducting evaluations.

I  have  focused  my comments  on  issues  raised  in  the  reports  in  the  three  areas  of  developing 
strategy,  managing delivery and conducting evaluations  that  are  likely to  have some resonance 
across the civil  service rather than discuss the detailed findings for each department.   But it  is 
important up front to recognise the good work on capacity development that is going on in many 
areas of departmental work as highlighted in the reports.  The emphasis on challenges outlined here 
is to identify issues which may need particular attention, and should not detract from the extensive 
level of good work being undertaken in the departments reviewed, and the generally positive ratings 
received in the review process.

55 In this report I confine my comments to three of the four reports produced in the third round: the Department of the Environment, Community and 
Local Government (DECLG), the Department of Education and Skills (DES) and the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT).  The report 
on the Department of the Taoiseach was different in format to the other reports, focusing on pointers for the future rather than its historic capacity,  
given the significant changes in the department’s function following the change in government in February 2011.  It was therefore not possible to 
compare this report with the others.
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Developing strategy

With regard to strategy,  the reports broadly found a strong capacity to set strategy and develop 
policy.  However, a common challenge that emerges is a limited capacity for strategic prioritisation, 
for example:

The ongoing pressure on staff resources will challenge the Department to be much more 
rigorous and disciplined about setting strategic priorities than it has been in the past.  This 
will  involve taking decisions on what  issues should no longer  be classified as priorities 
(DECLG report)
…the Department is so engaged in dealing with short-term and operational issues that it 
does not have the necessary space to develop strategic thinking or a holistic approach to the 
development of policy to the extent that the Department itself recognises is needed (DES 
report)
…the Department should do more to retain a clear focus on the Government’s key strategic 
priorities.  Many staff and some stakeholders also feel that the Department tries to cover too 
many areas and in doing so spreads itself too thinly (DFAT report)

In  the  current  economic  environment,  strategic  prioritisation  is  more  important  than  ever. 
Initiatives such as the comprehensive review of expenditure are intended to help identify priorities 
for expenditure, and departmental initiatives in this area will need to tie in closely with government 
proposals.  At the same time, it will require government to accept that capacity limitations mean 
that priorities, once identified, require that other issues will receive lower priority.

Linked to strategic prioritisation is the issue of the short-term as opposed to longer-term focus 
within departments that is highlighted in some of the reports.  The challenges posed by the urgent 
driving out the important is of particular concern, as it is one that has been previously highlighted in 
other  reviews of  departmental  capacity  (for example  the Cromien report  on the Department  of 
Education56).

A significant strategy issue mentioned in the DECLG and DFAT reports is the capacity to manage 
Ireland’s relationship with the EU.  The reports highlight implementation difficulties with regard to 
environmental  directives that  caused reputational damage at  EU level (DECLG report),  and the 
challenges associated with rebuilding Ireland’s reputation with the EU and throughout the world in 
the  light  of  the  Lisbon  treaties  and  the  current  economic  crisis  (DFAT report).   The  capacity 
challenges associated with Ireland’s standing in the EU are likely to be of importance across the 
civil service and of high relevance in the coming years.  In particular, Ireland’s presidency of the 
Council of the European Union in 2013 presents both a significant challenge and an opportunity in 
the management of Ireland’s relationship with the EU.

Managing delivery

With regard to delivery,  workforce planning and knowledge management are issues that emerge 
from the reports as presenting significant challenges for departments.  For example:

The  staff  survey  identified  the  allocation  of  staff  as  a  particular  weakness  in  the 
Department…staff  allocation,  unequal  distribution  of  work,  too  heavy  workloads  and 

56 Department of Education and Science (2000), Review of Department’s Operations, Systems and Staffing Needs, (the 
Cromien Report), Dublin: Department of Education and Science
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assignments  not  being  based  on  skills  or  experience  made  up  the  largest  number  of 
comments (DFAT report)
Staff pointed to the need for an urgent and impartial reappraisal of the staffing complement 
and workloads by Division to be undertaken with a view to ensuring better  deployment 
relative to priorities and individual skills (DES report)
The evidence…is that staff allocation is poor in the Department…There appears to be a 
particular  problem in  readjusting  staffing  levels  when there  is  a  significant  increase  or 
decrease in the workload of a given area (DECLG report)

The fact that uneven staff workloads and allocation issues are highlighted is something that clearly 
needs attention at a time when staff resources are reducing overall.  The efficient allocation of those 
resources is needed so as to ensure that staff are not working in areas where they are under-used or, 
conversely, that others are not over stretched.  This points to the need for better use of workforce 
planning and knowledge management systems and processes.

Challenges  associated  with  the  provision  of  information  and  communication  technology  (ICT) 
capacity  is  another  issue commonly highlighted  in the reports.   The DECLG report  makes  the 
general  point,  not  confined  to  DECLG that:  ‘Policy-oriented  organisations  often  place  a  lesser 
emphasis  on ICT than  large  service  delivery and data  processing  entities;  and for  a  time their 
weakness in this area can be masked by the capacity of bodies under their aegis.  Nevertheless, they 
usually reach a point where their weaknesses begin to compromise their ability to carry out some of 
their core functions effectively’.  Again at this time of reducing staff numbers in the civil service, 
the use of ICT to support service delivery,  resource management,  and remaining staff is vitally 
important and developing capacity in this area needs particular attention.

Governance  issues  are  also  identified  as  a  common  challenge  under  the  heading  of  managing 
delivery, particularly the governance of agencies.  This is an issue that other studies, notably the 
OECD review of the public service in 2008, have also highlighted.  For example in the DES report 
managers note an absence of targets aligned to budgets by which the performance of agencies could 
be  held  to  stronger  account.   Also,  the  dialogue  between departments  and agencies  is  seen as 
limited, often confined to situations where something has gone wrong rather than a more general 
performance dialogue.   The need for an effective performance dialogue and service agreements 
between departments and agencies has long been flagged, yet the reports suggest limited progress to 
date on this issue.

Conducting evaluations

Finally with regard to evaluation, the reports present a mixed picture.  The use of customer and 
stakeholder feedback is generally seen in a positive light as a relative strength, with a strong culture 
of consultation on policies and strategies. With regard to performance measurement, some progress 
is  noted  but  the  need  to  improve  data  collection  and  usage,  particularly  around  outcomes,  is 
highlighted.  In DFAT, the role of the Development Cooperation Division in using a full system of 
targets, metrics, output and outcome indicators is positively noted.

Richard Boyle
Head of Research
Institute of Public Administration
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Impacts of decentralisation on civil service capacity

  Impacts of decentralisation on civil service capacity
 

INTRODUCTION

Ireland’s most recent decentralisation programme did not involve the transfer of decision-making 
functions to local or regional government, which is traditionally understood as ‘decentralisation’. 
Instead,  decentralisation within the Irish context,  as the OECD noted,  involved the dispersal  of 
certain units of central government away from the Dublin region to other locations in the country 
and, as such, the programme should be understood to mean the administrative relocation of staff 
from the Dublin area57.

As  part  of  the  Organisational  Review  Programme  (ORP),  the  capacities  of  eight  Government 
Departments and three major Offices were reviewed over the course of three rounds.  Each review 
involved  the  undertaking  of  staff  surveys,  staff  workshops,  and  interviews  with  managers  and 
stakeholders.  In all, 12,800 staff responded to the surveys giving a response rate of 64%, and 1,200 
workshops and meetings were held.

With  the  exception  of  the  Departments  of  the  Taoiseach  and  Health,  all  of  the  organisations 
reviewed have undergone major relocations of business activities; some such as the Department of 
the Environment, Community and Local Government as recently as 2010, others like the Central 
Statistics Office in the early 1990s.

It was beyond the scope of this study to assess the efficacy with which Departments and Offices 
implemented their decentralisation programmes as this did not form part of the research template 
for the ORP reviews.   However, in the course of their work, the ORP team conducted a large 
number  of  interviews  and workshops in  regional  locations  as  well  as  Dublin,  internally  within 
organisations  and  externally  with  stakeholders.   These  engagements  yielded  a  lot  of  evidence 
regarding the impacts on organisational capacity arising from the relocation of functions away from 
the capital.  

This report is based on evidence gathered in the field, along with the published ORP reviews, the 
follow-up action plans prepared by the organisations concerned and other materials provided to the 
team.  The findings are presented  by reference to the ORP research template covering the three 
broad headings of strategy, service delivery and evaluation:

Summary: The main findings.

Part 1:  An overview of the decentralisation programme, focusing in particular on its scale and 
implementation mechanisms.

Part 2: The impacts of decentralisation on the capacity of the Civil Service by reference to the 
ten attributes of the ORP methodology template.   

57 OECD, Paris (2008):  Ireland – Towards an Integrated Public Service, p. 84
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Leadership and HR management
1.  Overall:  Some Departments and Offices struggled with huge logistical, business continuity and 
HR challenges arising from decentralisation. Generally the more policy-oriented the organisation 
the greater was the struggle, both over the changeover period and subsequently.  

2.   Staff  churn:   Decentralisation,  especially  when  large-scale,  caused  the  loss  of  significant 
numbers of skilled staff and generated major ‘staff churn’ with the total turnover of staff having 
been some two and a half times the actual number of posts earmarked for transfer in some cases.

3. Corporate knowledge:  It caused a major haemorrhaging of corporate knowledge. In some cases, 
the exit of skills was such that the corpus of knowledge on some important national policies came to 
rest on only a few individuals, sometimes just a Principal Officer.  Many of their replacements were 
badly stretched by the learning curve, struggled to ‘find their feet’ in the initial years of a relocation 
and became critically reliant at times on a small number of senior managers and other colleagues for 
guidance.   Although organisations  benefitted from the innovation,  enthusiasm and flexibility  of 
many new staff entrants, the loss of knowledge and expertise, both short and long term, and the 
attendant upheaval to business activity considerably outweighed those benefits.  

4.  Management presence:  Many decentralised offices are managed from Dublin and do not have a 
local Head of Office in situ to deal with day to day corporate issues including reallocation of staff in 
consultation with relevant Assistant Secretaries.  The absence of a Head places a considerable time 
burden on HQ MAC members, diminishing their space to prioritise and plan.  

5.  Staff allocation and workloads:  Small decentralised offices (typically around 100 or so staff) 
were regarded as particularly vulnerable to policy changes and the cessation of programmes which 
in some cases caused traditional customer bases to evaporate resulting in some staff not having 
enough work.  By contrast large-scale offices of a non-policymaking nature headed by a resident 
Head of Office were regarded as being the most sustainable in the long run.  

6.  Communications during roll-out:  Communications on the timing and phasing of relocations 
could have been better, and there were consequences for individuals who had acted on incomplete 
information.   For  example,  there  was  a  negative  impact  on the  morale  of  those  staff  that  had 
relocated to another Department or Office in the expectation of a later move to a location outside 
Dublin that did not in the event go ahead.  The sense of grievance was compounded if the individual 
had foregone promotion to avail of decentralisation or had made a major lifestyle choice such as 
selling a house in Dublin and purchasing a replacement home elsewhere. 

Time and money
7.  Costs:  The ORP reviews revealed that there were considerable hidden costs associated with the 
decentralisation programme – for example, in some organisations, a number of Principal Officers 
and Assistant Secretaries have to work out of two locations, typically the HQ in Dublin and the 
decentralised office, spending between 20% and 50% of their time in one or other of them.  The 
associated travel and subsistence costs, along with the time burden, are substantial in many cases.    

Strategy 
8.  Developing and implementing policy:  On setting strategy and making policy, a number of senior 
managers  in  Departments  and  some  key  stakeholders  believed  that  decentralisation  caused 
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deteriorations in standards with regard to setting strategy and making policy, most acutely evident 
in the early years, despite the fresh thinking and perspective of new entrants.  However, on the 
implementation of policy,  there is no evidence that decentralisation of itself has had a negative 
impact and indeed where the functions were of a discrete or self-contained nature, there were many 
examples of very successful delivery.

Shared understanding
9.  Internal cooperation:  Decentralisation was found to impact on internal shared understanding 
within organisations in a number of ways especially where face-to-face interactions with Ministers 
who  are  Dublin-based  are  required  and  where  a  function  is  geographically  dispersed  across  a 
number of locations.  

10.  External cooperation:  According to stakeholders, it took some time for new staff to get up to 
speed  following  a  decentralisation  and  this  had  an  impact  on  their  capacity  to  forge  shared 
understanding in the early stages.  

Information Communications Technology (ICT)
11.  ICT capacity and service:  Those Departments and Offices, which had a well developed model 
of  ICT supporting business needs prior  to  decentralisation,  coped effectively with the systems-
related challenges presented by a major relocation of activities; those which did not have such a 
model struggled.  Where there had been an absence of strong central control and direction set by 
senior  management,  decentralisation  perpetuated  pre-existing  bad  practices  such  as  end-user 
computing and standalone data holdings and applications.  

Governance
12.  External governance:  Some agencies reported that decentralisation, both during the roll-out 
and in the aftermath, resulted in marked declines in the parent Department’s understandings of their 
roles, functions and operations.  
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1. DECENTRALISATION PROGRAMME – SCALE AND IMPLEMENTATION

1.1 The scale of the decentralisation programme

When presenting the annual Budget Statement to the Dáil in December 2003, the then Minister for 
Finance,  Mr.  Charlie  McCreevy,  announced  the  introduction  of  a  new  programme  of 
decentralisation58 which would be ‘more radical’ than any previously launched.  The goal was ‘to 
transfer the maximum possible number of public service jobs’ from Dublin to provincial locations. 
This would be done on a voluntary basis, without any redundancies or the payment of removal or 
relocation expenses.  The main features of the programme were:

• The transfer of complete Departments, including their Ministers and senior management, to 
provincial locations.  

• The relocation of the headquarters of eight Departments and the Office of Public Works to 
provincial locations, leaving seven Departments with their headquarters in the capital, and 
the relocation of 30 State agencies, including commercial entities in the semi-State sector.

• The provision of a centralised suite of offices, close to the Houses of the Oireachtas, for 
those Ministers with headquarters outside Dublin.

• The transfer  of  some 10,300 civil  and public  service jobs to  53 centres  in  25 counties, 
subsequently increased to 10,900 jobs relocating to 59 centres: 

- 6,200 (60%) civil servants – general service including ICT
- 1,000 (10%) civil servants – professional and technical
- 2,300 (22%) State Agency posts
- 800 other including HSE, Garda and Defence Forces personnel

• The relocation of ICT staff away from Dublin as follows:

• ICT Unit, Office of the Revenue Commissioners, to Kildare town (378 posts)59;
• ICT Unit, Department of Social and Family Affairs, to Drogheda (262 posts);
• ICT Unit, Department of Agriculture and Food, to Portlaoise (203 posts);
• CMOD to Kildare town; and
• REACH  and  the  Local  Government  Computer  Services  Board  to  move  as  planned 

earlier to Drogheda. 

58 A  comprehensive  account  of  the  decentralisation  programme  is  set  out  in  the  reports  of  the  Decentralisation 
Implementation Group which can be viewed at decentralisation.gov.ie. 
59 The Revenue Commissioners advised the Decentralisation Implementation Group in 2007 that they had fundamental 
concerns about the business risks involved in relocation of the full ICT function to Kildare.  The Group accepted that 
the Commissioners needed to weigh carefully the extent of this potential risk to their core business functions and to 
present their views to the Minister for Finance.  In the event, this decentralisation did not go ahead. 
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1.2  Implementation mechanisms

The  Government  relied  primarily  on  two  structures  to  drive  the  process,  a  Decentralisation 
Implementation Group reporting to a Cabinet Committee and an integrated transfer system called 
the Central Applications Facility, commonly known as the CAF.

Decentralisation Implementation Group  

The members, as at April 2010, were:
Finbarr Flood60 Former Chairman of the Labour Court
Dermot Quigley  Former Chairman of the Revenue Commissioners
Jane Williams Managing Director, Sia Group
Ultan Herr61  Property Consultant
Ciarán Connolly  Secretary General, PSMD, Department of Finance
Clare McGrath Chairman, Office of Public Works

One of the group’s key tasks was to develop a detailed implementation plan in co-operation with all 
the organisations involved in the programme and to submit this to the Minister for Finance by the 
end  of  March  2004.  The  plan  was  to  address  the  various  aspects  of  the  programme  –  the 
sequencing of the various moves; the office infrastructure requirements; the major human resource 
and  industrial  relations  issues;  the  financial  implications;  the  relocation  of  835  ICT  jobs;  the 
alignment  of  the  public  service  modernisation  (SMI)  and  decentralisation  programmes;  the 
achievement of new efficiencies through, for example, the pooling of common services between 
Departments; and the roll-out of a communications strategy on the programme.

As inputs to the group’s plan, each affected Department and Agency was required to prepare its 
own implementation plan which would include ‘a detailed listing of all issues to be addressed in 
terms of people,  property and business,  with appropriate  indicative  timelines,  an outline  of  the 
processes  already in  place  and to  be developed plus  the  products  to  be delivered’,  along with 
‘specific risk assessment and mitigation strategies’.  Each organisation was also required to put in 
place formal arrangements to ensure close liaison between the HR function, the training function 
and the line managers in areas affected by decentralisation.  The Decentralisation Implementation 
Group produced detailed reports (typically annual) for the Minister and his Government colleagues 
on  progress  made  and issues  arising  (available  along  with  other  relevant  materials  on  website 
decentralisation.ie). 

Central Applications Facility (CAF)  
This  web-based,  single  point  of  application  system,  which  was developed and operated  by the 
Public Appointments Service (PAS),  was open to all  civil  servants, staff  of all non-commercial 
state-sponsored  bodies  and  those  of  the  two  commercial  state  companies  included  in  the 
programme. The CAF allowed people to apply for transfer to decentralised locations and rank their 
preferences  for different  locations.   Applications  continued to be accepted until  such time as a 
particular location had been fully subscribed.  The PAS also operated, in parallel, arrangements to 
cater for people being reassigned to other organisations within Dublin because their jobs were being 
decentralised and they wished to remain in the capital.

60 Replaced Phil Flynn
61 Replaced Fred Devlin

155



Impacts of decentralisation on civil service capacity

1.3    Incremental approach to implementation

As the Decentralisation Implementation Group noted in its first report (March 2004): 

the relocation of over ten thousand civil and public service jobs to fifty-three locations in twenty-
five  counties  while  at  the  same  time maintaining  continuity  of  service  is,  by  any  definition,  a  
complex exercise

In  order  to  get  the  implementation  process  under  way,  the  group identified  three  inter-related 
strands:  (a) identify people willing to decentralise, (b) provide them with office accommodation, 
and (c) ensure service continuity and viability.  A series of steps were taken over the subsequent 
few years to progress these goals.

In late 2004, the Government decided to adopt a phased approach to roll-out of the decentralisation 
programme.  The reasons related to issues around the scale, complexity and timing of managing 
simultaneously major  staff  flows and large-scale accommodation  procurement,  along with clear 
signs emerging that it would not be possible to fill all posts in some locations by means of lateral 
transfers, 

As recommended by the Decentralisation Implementation Group, two phases of early movers were 
planned.  The selection criteria took particular account of the numbers interested in moving to the 
locations, the match between applications and jobs available in particular grades at each location, 
and whether site purchase/building procurement was well advanced or could be advanced quickly.  

The first phase of moves envisaged the relocation of parts of 11 Departments and Offices, including 
5 HQs, to 2,130 posts at 15 regional locations as follows: 

Table 7.1:  First phase of the decentralisation programme

Location Organisation  Posts

Clonakilty
Drogheda
Drogheda
Killarney
Kilrush
Listowel
Newcastle West
Limerick
Longford
Loughrea
Newbridge
Portlaoise
Sligo
Trim
Tullamore

Dept of Communications, Marine and Natural Resources
Dept of Social and Family Affairs HQ
Dept of Communications, Marine and Natural Resources
Dept of Arts, Sport and Tourism HQ
Office of the Revenue Commissioners 
Office of the Revenue Commissioners 
Office of the Revenue Commissioners 
Dept of Foreign Affairs
Irish Prisons Service HQ
Dept of Transport
Dept of Defence HQ
Dept of Agriculture
Dept of Social and Family Affairs
Office of Public Works HQ
Dept of Finance

91
215
47

141
50
50
50

125
159
40

202
392
100
333
135

Total 2,130
A second set  of early movers  was also identified,  involving 5 Departments,  1,362 posts  and 6 
locations.
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Table 7.2:  Second phase of the decentralisation programme 

Location Organisation  Posts

Athlone
Carlow
Carrick-on-Shannon
Knock Airport
Mullingar
Wexford

Dept of Education and Science62

Dept of Enterprise, Trade and Employment
Dept of Social and Family Affairs
Dept of Community, Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs 
Dept of Education and Science HQ62

Dept of Environment, Heritage & Local Government 
HQ62

108
313
220
164
299
258

Total 1,362
62 In the case of the Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government, it was decided that the HQ would 
be moved to Wexford,  with the remaining moves to a further  two locations in the county to be undertaken later. 
Regarding the Department of Education and Science, it already had a strong presence in Athlone and it expressed a 
desire at the time that the moves to Athlone and Mullingar should take place within a reasonable period of each other. 
According to CAF data, there was substantial interest in both locations.

For each of the first and second phases, indicative construction start and completion dates were 
given  and  by  mid-2005,  detailed  implementation  plans  had  been  prepared  by  each  of  the 
organisations selected.  

The position at end June 2007 was that decentralising organisations had established presences in over 
20 new locations with over 1,000 staff in place and sites or building acquisition had been completed 
or  significantly  advanced  in  38  locations.  However,  in  the  light  of  the  worsening  economic 
situation, the then Government  reviewed the programme and, in October 2008, it specified those 
relocation projects which would go ahead along with those to be deferred pending a further review 
in 2011.  53 projects were to proceed, involving some 6,000 staff made up of 2,500 posts that had 
already been relocated and a further 3,500 to be decentralised based on the Budget 2009 position. 
The status of the programme in 2010 was as follows:

Table 7.3:  Status of the Decentralisation Programme, April 2010

Staff Decentralisation 
proceeding

Decentralisation 
deferred

Total

Number of locations63 34 61 95
Posts moved 2,430 718 3,148
Posts to move 1,191 - 1,191
Move of posts deferred - 6,583 6,583

Total planned staff moves 3,621 7,301 10,922
63The original decision provided for the movement of 75 organisations or divisions to 53 locations.  Some phases of 
projects have been taken with the second phase deferred.  As a result, the number of projects involved is 95.
Source:  Report of Comptroller and Auditor General, Volume 2, September 2010
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2. INDICATIONS OF IMPACTS ON ORGANISATIONAL CAPACITY

2.1 Government’s rationale for decentralisation 

When announcing the details of the decentralisation programme, the Minister stated:  

Decentralisation  offers  considerable  benefits  for  the  Departments  involved,  the communities  to 
which they will be relocated, the staff who will transfer and the country as a whole

More specifically, the likely benefits were articulated as follows:  

More balanced regional development  
Decentralisation would further the goals of the national spatial strategy.  It would help the economic 
and social development of the chosen centres and their catchment areas.  The number and dispersal 
of locations would facilitate the establishment of viable clusters of work units within each region, 
either in the form of self-contained locations or clusters of sites located geographically close to each 
other  or  to  existing  decentralised  locations.   This  would  promote  a  more  sustainable  and even 
spread of development, bringing about long term economic, social and environmental gains. 

More national-oriented policymaking  
Over time, decentralisation would lead to a radical change of culture in terms of policy formation, 
which was being made ‘entirely in Dublin on the basis of a Dublin mindset’. 

More innovative work practices  
Decentralisation would provide a further impetus to public service modernisation as new entrants 
into  an  organisation  would  encourage  new  thinking  and  stimulate  second  looks  at  how  the 
organisation does its business.  

Less commuting  
High and rising property purchase prices in the capital over a sustained period were forcing large 
and  growing  numbers  of  workers  to  commute  long  and  time-consuming  distances  to  work  in 
Dublin;  the  decentralisation  programme  would  both  reduce  commuting  times  and  benefit  the 
environment.

Greater home affordability  
As average house prices were lower in the regions than Dublin,  decentralisation would provide 
opportunities to staff for better and cheaper housing within a short or reasonable distance from the 
workplace.

Improved promotion prospects  
The organisational units to be relocated were large enough to ensure that capable civil  servants 
interested in decentralisation could look forward with greater confidence to good career prospects 
outside Dublin in the future, something which has been much less a feature of decentralisation in 
the past.

Generally better lifestyles  
While initially decentralisation would cause personal upheaval initially for some, it would produce 
significantly improved working conditions and lifestyles for others.
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2.2  Concerns about effects on organisational capacity

In  the  first  half  of  2004,  a series  of  workshop  and  seminars  was  held  for  the  relevant  53 
Departments,  Offices  and  Agencies  to  assist  them  in  preparing  their  decentralisation 
implementation plans.  A significant  number  of common themes emerged in the plans, and the 
Decentralisation  Implementation  Group  gave  a  specific  instruction  that  organisations  should 
develop risk mitigation strategies to address key concerns about:

• high staff turnover, 
• loss of corporate memory, 
• impact on organisational culture, 
• service delivery for Dublin-based clients, 
• additional costs associated with travel, and 
• the impact on staff morale and motivation.  

These  concerns  were  mentioned  in  the  Second  Report  of  the  Decentralisation  Implementation  
Group, July 2004 which was submitted to Government. 

Conclusion

It  is  striking  that  only  two  effects  on  organisational  capacity  featured  in  the  rationale  for  the 
decentralisation programme: radicalism in new policy formation because of the remove from a so-
called ‘Dublin mindset’ along with innovation in thinking and processes arising from the dynamism 
of new entrants into organisations.  No mention was made in the original announcement of the risks 
to  the  capacities  of  the  civil  service  and individual  organisations,  such as  the  likely  effects  of 
corporate knowledge loss.

The series of workshops and seminars held in early 2004 provided an opportunity for reflection on 
the  scale,  spread  and construct  of  the  programme.   Potential  adverse  effects  on  organisational 
capacity, service delivery and cost efficiency were surfaced at that time.  That these were either 
inadequately considered or simply ignored was not out of step with the pattern of events that ensued 
until late 2008 when the programme was first reviewed.  
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3. LEADERSHIP AND HR MANAGEMENT

Background 

When rolling out a major relocation of functions, the affected organisation faced huge logistical, 
business continuity and HR challenges.  Managing the staff departing and the new entrants joining 
– the ‘staff churn’ effect – was especially onerous, complex and fraught.  For large-scale relocation 
exercises, the actual size of the staff churn was significantly greater in most cases than the total 
number actually relocating.  For example, the transfer of Dublin-based functions in the Department 
of the Environment, Community and Local Government to the South-East involved a total staff 
turnover of around 1,500 people even though the actual number of posts earmarked for transfer was 
just  600.  At the micro level,  some individual  business units  in organisations  experienced staff 
churns of 100% or more caused, in some instances, by staff using a decentralisation to one location 
as an interim step to a further relocation, thereby doubling the staff turnover effects.

There was a strong consensus amongst management and staff that coping with staff churn as a 
decentralisation was being implemented was amongst the top challenges that any organisation could 
ever have faced.  

3.1 Impacts on corporate knowledge

Corporate knowledge can be understood as the collective body of experience and understanding of 
an  organisation’s  processes  and  decision-making  bases  for  management  and  service  delivery 
purposes.  The ORP reviews revealed that decentralisation caused a major haemorrhaging of such 
knowledge from those Departments and Offices which had undertaken large-scale decentralisation 
exercises, the extent having been influenced by three core factors:  (i) the skills and grades of those 
joining and departing; (ii) the scale of the decentralisation and nature of functions being relocated; 
and (iii)  the nature of available management information systems and the associated capacity to 
access discrete knowledge repositories externally.

3.1.1   Skills-sets 

Stakeholders, internally and externally,  were uniformly critical – indeed scathing – of the scale, 
nature and speed of the skills sets lost to individual organisations as a result of decentralisation, 
although it should be noted that the skills were retained in the civil service as a whole.  They felt 
that  the  capacities  of  organisations  were  significantly  diminished,  especially  in  the  short-  to 
medium-term, as a direct consequence of decentralisation and exacerbated in some cases by the 
movement of staff to more attractive positions in the private sector during the economic boom.

Senior management staff losses
Many of the organisations reviewed had lost swathes of managers at middle to senior levels along 
with  skilled  and  experienced  staff  colleagues.62  The  more  senior  and  skilled  the  individuals 
departing, the greater was the effect on organisational capacity.  In some organisations, there was 
between 60% and 70% turnover of staff at Principal and Assistant Principal levels. The impact was 
such that the corpus of knowledge on some important national policies came to rest on only a few 

62 Interviewees typically used the term ‘middle and senior management’ to describe managers at Assistant Principal 
level and upwards, or their equivalents, and ‘skilled and experienced staff’ was as likely to be synonymous with 
perceived high levels of competency rather than just on the basis of whether an individual belonged to a professional or 
technical grade per se.
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individuals, sometimes just a Principal Officer.  This vulnerability was enlarged when key support 
staff, such as legal advisors, were also being stretched by skills exits from their own business units. 

There were also instances of reliance on personnel in other State bodies.  For example, many staff, 
especially managers, in post-decentralised settings had little option but to use ex-staff, professional 
and  technical  colleagues  and  other  government  departments,  offices  and agencies  as  substitute 
repositories of corporate memory for those staff that had left.  In addition, there were cases where 
the Office of the Attorney General became a critical part of a Department’s corporate memory on 
particular policy files after the relevant business units had experienced major clearouts of staff.   

Mission-critical staff losses
Ministers,  senior  managers  and  key  stakeholders  were  very  critical  of  the  loss  of  policy-  and 
mission-critical staff, especially from specialist areas where suitable replacement personnel were 
difficult to source.  Many replacements were badly stretched by the learning curve and often had 
limited access to supports such as on-the-job mentors and formal training, owing to tight staffing 
resources.   Senior  managers  believed  that  it  usually  took a  number  of  years  to  replenish  to  a 
reasonable level the lost human capital.

The effects of decentralisation on an organisation’s ICT skills base featured prominently as well. 
Staff  remaining  in  Dublin  pointed  to  high  skills  losses  not  only  because  of  decentralisation 
decisions which went ahead, but also because of planned relocations which did not proceed such as 
the  proposed relocation  of  the Department  of  Education  and Skills’  headquarters  to  Mullingar. 
Such losses created capacity deficits for both developmental work and support activities.  

Of the  organisations  reviewed,  the bulk of  professional  and technical  staff  remained in  Dublin 
necessitating, in some instances, the undertaking of separate recruitment processes to skill up the 
decentralised office.  An extreme example of this can be found in the CSO’s relocation to Cork in 
the early 1990s.  It resulted in a doubling of the numbers of staff in the professional management 
grades as just one of thirty such staff had volunteered to relocate and the overall take-up, including 
persons moving on promotion, was in the region of only 5% to 10%.

While generally the different streams of professional, technical and general service staff were found 
to work collegiately in all the Departments and Offices reviewed, the evidence also suggested that 
in some cases pre-existing divides between the different streams became more pronounced.  For 
example,  an ORP review found a  noticeable  tension in  the Development  Cooperation Division 
(Irish Aid) in the relationships between diplomats on the one hand and development specialists and 
general  service  staff  on  the  other  arising  out  of  the  decentralisation  to  Limerick63.  A  key 
determinant and perpetuator of this divide is that most of the senior management continue to be 
based in Dublin, thus putting them at a distinct remove from the majority of staff64.

63 Revenue has sought to address the divides between grade streams by the introduction over the period 2003 to 2007 of 
a major staff restructuring programme, commonly called ‘integration’.  This involved a major change in the staff mix 
whereby all staff were integrated into a single stream, representing a departure from the previous situation where there 
had been separate specialist grades within Customs and Taxes – a situation that had pertained in Revenue since its 
establishment.  It was a fundamental piece of reform which impacted on all staff and divisions.  A core aim was to have 
more flexible staff that could be widely deployed within every division in the organisation, thereby making it more 
responsive to change.  
64 Trade Unions representing professional and technical grades in the public service (IMPACT and SIPTU) advised staff 
at the time not to cooperate the CAF. 
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3.1.2   Scale and functions

The ORP team found that the larger, more policy-oriented and recent a relocation, the greater were 
the impacts  on organisational  capacity,  both during the decentralisation  changeover  phases  and 
subsequently after full roll-out.  

Scale
During the first few years of a large-scale relocation, the loss of expertise had a major impact on 
capacity,  and  even  when  relatively  small-scale,  the  impact  could  still  be  major  especially  if 
involving the dispersal of a function across multiple locations.  Irrespective of whether recent or 
long  established,  management,  staff  and  stakeholders  of  the  affected  Departments  and  Offices 
described the effects of corporate memory loss in terms ranging from ‘considerable’ to ‘massive’. 

The experience of the decentralisation of CSO activities to Cork and the relationship between scale 
and corporate memory loss is especially noteworthy.   Senior management there believe that the 
reduction in the scale of the relocation from 100% of the staff complement as originally intended to 
some 70% was critical to ultimately making a success of the decentralisation, as it enabled the CSO 
to retain intact in Dublin the entire professional management group and thus the potential corporate 
memory loss was significantly reduced.
 
Rebuilding human capital
In  the  post  decentralisation  setting,  organisations  applied  themselves  to  the  task  of  gradually 
building new skills bases – policymaking, ICT and so forth – and incrementally built up a new 
corporate  knowledge,  though  this  did  not  manifest  itself  as  a  replica  of  the  old.   This  held 
particularly  true  for  policy-making  organisations;  typically  they  fell  well  short  of  plugging  the 
knowledge gap created by the large-scale exit of expertise over a short period.  

Where decentralisation took place on a phased basis over many years, the loss of human capital and 
the  overall  impact  was  not  as  severe  as  on  those  where  large-scale  decentralisation  was 
implemented in a single move.  For example, the Department of Education and Skills undertook 
three phases comprising two relocations to Athlone and one to Tullamore.  The former commenced 
in the 1980s with the relocation of some 200 staff and second round of a further 200 in the early 
1990s which was further increased on an incremental basis over a number of years up to 2010 with 
some 460 staff now in place.  In the case of Tullamore, some 100 staff decentralised in one move. 
However, in tandem with the phasing, it should be noted that in this example many of the functions 
that were relocated were operational or processing in nature. 

Impacts on processing and policymaking organisations
The impacts of decentralisation on processing-type entities were less severe than on policymaking 
organisations.   In  the  case  of  the  former,  the  evidence  pointed  to  a  relatively  complete 
replenishment of human capital over a period of about five years or a little beyond.  For example, 
the CSO has substantively rebuilt the knowledge and skills lost after the relocation of a major part 
of its operations to Cork in the early 1990s.  A critical enabler in that regard was that  the new 
professional management group for Cork had been put in place up to a year before the actual move 
to shadow and learn from their predecessors who, in turn, were also able to mentor the new entrants 
beyond the actual move to ensure that the statistical outputs were produced to the required quality 
standard.
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In the case of Revenue, its experience was found to be somewhat unique.  This large organisation, 
which has over  6,000 staff  based in over  100 offices around the country65 and has a relatively 
defined and stable set of functions, the impact of the relocation of a few hundred staff to either 
single or multiple locations was largely benign. It was a proportionately smaller and logistically 
simpler undertaking than that of policy organisations where commonly 30% to 50% of their staff 
complement was moved.  

Typically for both processing and policymaking organisations, the overwhelming view was that the 
loss of knowledge and expertise, the lack of adequate intelligence capture systems and the attendant 
upheaval  to  business  activity  greatly  outweighed  the  benefits  derived  from  the  innovation, 
enthusiasm and flexibility of many new staff entrants.

3.1.3   Management of information 

A finding of the ORP reviews was that the management of information in a corporate systematic 
way was very under-developed in policy-making Departments  and though generally stronger in 
processing type organisations, it was a weakness in most of them as well.  This capacity deficit is 
longstanding and pre-dates the major decentralisation programmes.

Causes of poor management of information
A common thread running through the ORP reviews was that the deficit  in the management of 
information was caused by three factors:

• A  failing  on  the  part  of  many  senior  managers  to  comprehend  the  intrinsic  value  of 
information as a management tool; 

• Reluctance across organisations to share information between internal business units; and

• An underdeveloped  understanding  of  the  capacity  of  modern  ICT  systems  to  integrate 
related data holdings in order to gain new insights on the dynamics and effects of policies 
and programmes.    

Decentralisation brought these pre-existing deficiencies into sharp relief but it also exacerbated the 
problem  as  often  it  afforded  little  or  no  time  for  “shadowing”  or  job  overlaps,  leading  to 
considerable difficulties for some business units because of the sheer scale and rapidity of staff 
turnover.  In virtually all organisations reviewed, instances were cited of excessively short overlap 
periods between incoming and departing staff, in some cases just one day.     Two core components 
of  knowledge  management  relate  to  the  documentation  of  business  processes  and  intellectual 
knowledge.  

Business processes
On business processes,  a  few Departments  and Offices  took active  steps to ensure that  critical 
processes were documented as decentralisation was being implemented and, accordingly,  put in 
place  formal  procedures  for  job-handovers.   However,  this  good  practice  was  not  universally 
followed due in part to work pressures and the absence of follow-up audit and quality assurance 
systems.   Post-decentralisation,  some organisations became more acutely aware of the need for 
documentation.  In the case of the CSO’s relocation of major functions to Cork, documentation of 
some key business processes helped rebuild part of the human capital that had been lost.  
65 From ORP Review - figures  relate to February 2010
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Intellectual knowledge
On intellectual knowledge, comprehensive documentation was found to be rare.  One of the few 
exceptions was found in the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade.  As the diplomatic corps 
change jobs every 2-4 years,  the Department seeks to capture valuable corporate knowledge by 
means of the ‘handover’ - a document which the outgoing diplomat is expected to provide to a 
successor in which the main aspects and content of the job are written down.  However, the ORP 
review of that Department found that adherence to the policy was mixed: whereas some diplomats 
produced thorough handover manuals, others either compiled sketchy manuals or none at all. 

3.2 Impacts for the management of a decentralised office

Departments and Offices participating in the decentralisation programme have broadly adopted one 
of four approaches to the management of the relocated offices:  (i) a permanent MAC member 
presence; (ii) a partial MAC member presence; (iii) a rotational MAC presence; and (iv) a Dublin-
based  MAC  presence.   These  four  approaches  vary  in  the  opportunities  they  offer  for  senior 
management  visibility  and  face-to-face  contact  with  staff  in  decentralised  offices.   While 
experiences differ, a number of common themes emerged from the ORP research.

Senior management viewpoint
The MACs of all  the Departments and Offices reviewed were conscious of the need for MAC 
presence or visibility in decentralised offices but they pointed to some practical limitations:

• A  presence  or  considerable  visibility  places  considerable  demands  on  HQ  senior 
management and diminishes their capacity and space to prioritise and plan effectively.  By 
contrast,  the absence of  a  Head in  a  decentralised  office  can  place  a  considerable  time 
burden on some HQ-based members of the MAC, diminishing their space to prioritise and 
plan.

• Usually the nominal, time and opportunity costs on senior management are very significant 
but face time with local managers and staff offers a  quid pro quo in HR terms, especially 
staff morale. 

• The burden of face time in some decentralised offices falls disproportionately on Assistant 
Secretaries,  with  some  Principal  Officers  rarely  and  in  instances  never  visiting  those 
business units outside Dublin which fall within their areas of responsibility.    

Staff viewpoint
From the perspectives of staff in decentralised offices, the main issues arising can be described in 
the following terms:

• The  absence  of  a  permanent  locally-based  Head  of  Office  generates  a  perception  that 
‘nobody is really in charge’.

• Managing an office remotely from Dublin deprives senior managers of the essential local 
knowledge to  change organisational  structures  in  a  decentralised  office as  priorities  and 
functions change. 

• Vagueness around the commitment of HQ senior management to a decentralised office can 
fuel rumours about the very continuance of the office, especially if it is small. 
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• Arrangements  that  facilitate  some  measure  of  senior  management  presence  are  much 
appreciated, acting as a statement of commitment and an acknowledgement of value in the 
work done.

• Management  visibility contributes  positively to a unified corporate  culture  and acts  as a 
buttress against tendencies towards poor cohesion and patchy communications internally. 

• A  locally-based  Head  of  Office  and  a  MAC  member  ‘would  fight  the  case  at  senior 
management level’ for the interests of the decentralised office. 

3.3  Impacts on corporate services

HR and corporate services managers and their staff faced major challenges, especially with large-
scale decentralisations, in managing the associated logistics while, at the same time, serving the HR 
demands of the organisation as a whole and meeting the individual needs of staff, both of those 
joining and leaving.   For  nearly  all  the Departments  and Offices  reviewed,  there  had  been  no 
comparable reference points from which they could draw.  They had the unenviable task of serving 
two powerful needs – of the organisation and the individual and, on occasion, they were in conflict 
with one another.

Management of individual decentralisation programmes
Across the ORP reviews,  managers  and staff  alike  believed that  given  the hand dealt  them by 
government policy and the parameters set by their own senior management, HR Units managed the 
process  of  decentralisation  quite  well.   HR managers  believed,  and  many staff  concurred,  that 
significant  and genuine efforts  had been made to facilitate  the humanitarian needs and lifestyle 
choices of individuals.  Understandably not all such wants could have been accommodated.  There 
were however some cases where expectations had been raised that a move to a particular location 
would proceed and then, at a later point, uncertainty was generated by a lack of progress and the 
absence of a decision on whether the relocation was in fact going ahead or not.  For example, the 
proposed relocation of the Department of Education and Skills’ HQ to Mullingar was much raised 
in  this  context,  especially  by  people  who  had  made  major  lifestyle  and  career  decisions  in 
anticipation of the move there.

3.4  Impacts on staff allocation and mobility

The allocation of staff featured as the most negative finding from the 11 staff surveys undertaken 
covering some 12,800 respondents.  They believed that deployment was uneven, did not always 
reflect areas of greatest need and usually remained unadjusted in light of changing priorities and 
demands.  In both Dublin and decentralised settings, a number of managerial challenges surfaced. 

Limitations on staff mobility
Decentralisation  generated  unprecedented  levels  of  staff  movement  within  and  between 
Departments and Offices.  Once rolled out however, it reduced the mobility opportunities for those 
staff remaining in Dublin, as the number of functions staying in the capital had been reduced.   For 
most organisations, limits imposed by geographic dispersal can make it very difficult to redeploy 
personnel as readily as management  might  wish,  whether for developmental  or work allocation 
purposes,  and can give rise to  difficulties  in meeting  ECF targets.   As vacancies  arise  through 
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retirement, there is no capacity in some instances to fill prioritised vacancies without staff being 
willing to move to a different location.  An added complication is that some staff who decentralised 
on promotion are now seeking to move back to Dublin.

Seasonality and staff mobility
A further  limitation  on  mobility  was  found  to  be  imposed  by  the  attitudes  and behaviours  of 
managers,  in both Dublin-based and regionalised  offices.   In  the ORP workshops,  there  was a 
widespread view amongst clerical staff, particularly in processing type units, that HEOs were best 
placed to identify staff who were either over-worked or under-worked but that,  frequently,  they 
abdicated their managerial responsibilities and allowed the status quo to stand.  There was also a 
belief, shared by both managers and staff, that many Assistant Secretaries had proprietorial attitudes 
towards the staff under their remits and were resistant to releasing under-utilised personnel to busy 
areas. 

Staff advocated that where seasonal peaks and troughs in workloads existed, formal arrangements 
should be put in place to facilitate the temporary redeployment of staff from one area to another in 
line with demands.  These arrangements, they believed, should be driven by senior management and 
backed up by protocols to ensure that staff would be returned to their parent business units if the 
workloads justified it.  

Generic services and staff mobility
The more generic the work in a location the less was the self-development value from a lateral job 
move  – for  example,  the  great  majority  of  staff  in  the Tullamore  office  of  the  Department  of 
Education and Skills deal only school buildings and thus the diversity offered by a job transfer 
within that office is limited.  By contrast in large-scale offices administering a number of functions, 
there is greater scope to deploy staff in line with changing needs and priorities.  

Allocation of new functions to decentralised offices
A  strong  view  across  all  grades  was  that  the  allocation  of  staff  to  new  priorities  and  their 
reassignment away from sunset activities needed to be managed in an ongoing professional manner. 
In some decentralised offices, schemes and programmes had ceased but staff were not assigned 
replacement functions.  In general, small offices (typically around 100 staff or less) were seen as 
particularly vulnerable to policy changes and the cessation of programmes which caused traditional 
customer bases to evaporate and resulted in some staff not having enough work. 

In all organisations reviewed as part of the ORP, management and staff agreed strongly on the value 
to  organisations  and  individuals  of  having  in  place  well-developed  and  transparent  mobility 
programmes that were adhered to.  They agreed too on the value-added that would accrue from 
mobility  between  policymaking  and  frontline  service  delivery  areas.   In  the  absence  of  such 
programmes, comfort zones can develop, opportunities for holistic thinking and fresh application 
can be foregone, and staff development can be compromised.  

3.5   Impacts on staff morale

A significant number of staff referred to the effects on morale arising from poor communications 
during the decentralisation changeover period.  

Decentralisation changeover period
Staff comments related mostly to accommodation issues and were described in the following terms: 
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• In some instances where advance parties  were in  place,  there  was poor communication 
around the completion of offices and the timing of the full relocations; and

• In other situations where progress on accommodation had not been made, there was either 
silence or little communication on whether some relocation decisions would in fact proceed 
at all. 

Evidence cited in support of such views included the decentralisation programme of the Department 
of the Environment, Community and Local Government where there was considerable uncertainty 
around the timing of the transfer of 660 posts from the Custom House to Wexford and how many of 
the  three  original  relocations  to  the  South-East  (New  Ross,  Waterford  and  Kilkenny)  would 
proceed.  In fairness to that Department and other organisations in similar positions, the decisions 
on the timing and phasing of relocations were not within their control, as delays at times had their 
origins in the unfolding economic crisis.   Senior management  often did not have access to the 
necessary information themselves and they contended that they did their best to keep staff informed. 

Post-decentralisation period
In the post-decentralisation setting, there were both positive and negative effects on staff morale 
delineated largely by choice – generally morale improved for those who relocated by choice and 
worsened for those who remained in Dublin.  However, the dynamics involved were such that for 
some  staff  their  experiences  in  the  post-decentralisation  environment  changed  over  time.   The 
effects on staff morale were broadly of the following nature66:

Impacts on staff remaining in Dublin  
Many of  these  staff  experienced  falling  morale  during  the  changeover  period  and in  the  post-
decentralisation setting.  There were a number of reasons for this:  

• Increased workloads arising from the combination of colleagues departing and new entrants 
arriving,  often  against  the  background  of  smaller  business  units  due  to  the  effects  of 
decentralisation and early retirements.

• Struggling to cope with the loss of corporate knowledge.

• Resentment  over  the  promotion  of  staff  with  relatively  little  service  in  their  grades  on 
condition that they would transfer, and then some of these staff continuing to spend quite a 
lot of time in Dublin due to work demands.

• Reduced and ever declining prospects for career advancement because of the moratorium on 
promotions and the smaller pools of staff at each grade remaining in Dublin. 

Impacts on staff in decentralised offices 
Regarding those staff in offices outside the capital,  morale was typically high at the outset of a 
decentralisation.  In some locations such as the Collector General’s Division, Limerick, those high 
levels continued to be maintained over subsequent years, with improved work-life balance, strong 
local  leadership  and  the  effective  management  of  change  having  been  particularly  influential. 
However in a number of other locations, there has been some erosion of morale over time.  The 
primary reasons were:
66 Pay cuts registered strongly amongst junior staff as adversely affecting their morale but, of course, they were imposed 
independent of decentralization.

167



Impacts of decentralisation on civil service capacity

• Reduced prospects for promotion.

• Issues around the quality and uneven distribution of work67.

• Uncertainty in some cases about the future of a decentralised office combined with a sense 
of a growing drift from the Dublin-based headquarters.

There were also some additional, though less common, reasons: 

• Morale was adversely affected where staff had relocated to another Department or Office in 
the expectation of a later move to a location outside Dublin in the event the relocation did 
not  go ahead.   The sense of grievance  was compounded if  the individual  had foregone 
promotion to avail of decentralisation or had made a major lifestyle choice such as selling a 
house in Dublin and purchasing a replacement home elsewhere.

• Uncertainty was generated where staff were experiencing delays with their relocations and 
especially where no regular and complete explanations for delays or updates on progress had 
been forthcoming

Family friendly policies
Finally, family friendly working arrangements, such as flexi-time and job-sharing, were found to 
have  an  important  positive  influence  on  the  morale  of  many  staff  in  decentralised  offices  in 
particular and served to counterbalance negative sentiments, which tended to be strongest amongst 
junior staff, some of whom felt under-valued and demotivated.

Conclusion on leadership and HR management

Departments  and  Offices  have  suffered  serious  losses  of  corporate  knowledge  arising  from 
decentralisation,  compounded  by  early  retirements.   With  the  exception  of  professional  and 
technical  staff,  the losses have been indiscriminate:   mission critical  areas,  policy development 
functions, service delivery activities, and corporate support services all faced similar probabilities of 
selection for decentralisation.

The dynamism and skills of replacement staff ameliorated some of the downsides but, in and of 
themselves, they were incapable of replenishing the reservoirs of knowledge lost.  The bigger the 
scale and the shorter the period of time over which the decentralisation took place and the more 
policy-oriented the functions, the longer was the recovery period.  Weak management information 
systems compounded the problems faced.  

Looking ahead, there is a particular need in organisations with decentralised offices to ensure that 
staff have access to supports such as formal training and mentoring and to expertise from both 
within the organisation and those bodies under its remit.

67 Poor delegation and the related phenomenon of ‘grade drift’ – i.e. where work formerly done at one grade is now 
being done by a higher grade – featured prominently in the ORP reviews.  However, there was no evidence to indicate 
that the experiences in Dublin varied significantly from other locations in this regard.  
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Where  there are  instances  of  staff  under-utilization,  managers  and staff  identified  the need for 
organisations to:

• examine the footprint  of the decentralised offices continuing in existence,  decide on the 
functions to be undertaken by them if necessary and reallocate activities from elsewhere in 
the organisation where possible, 

• use metrics, particularly for processing-type work, to provide a sharper focus on staffing 
requirements as work changes, and 

• introduce  flexible  arrangements  for  redeployment  between  different  Departments  and 
Offices in a given region or area.  

In light of staff views on the matter, greater efforts must be made by senior managers, at Assistant 
Secretary and Principal levels, to increase their visibility in decentralised and other offices outside 
of headquarters.  With regard to a permanently-based Head of Office in those locations currently 
without one, perhaps the most practical solution would be to have in place a local Head, reporting 
directly to the MAC, to deal with day-to-day corporate issues, including the reallocation of staff, in 
consultation with relevant Assistant Secretaries.

Regarding the management of information, Departments and Offices need to work more corporately 
and  systemically  at  collecting,  processing  and  organising  information  into  useable  intelligence 
which can better support the organisation’s needs.  

4. TIME AND MONEY

Background

In  all  the  ORP  reviews  where  Departments  and  Offices  operate  from  dispersed  geographical 
locations,  internal  and external  interviewees referred frequently to the additional  costs involved 
notwithstanding  offsets  on  the  capital  side.  During  a  decentralisation  changeover  period, 
management and staff faced significant pressures on a number of fronts - business continuity, the 
logistics of major staff flows, accommodation procurement, the roll-out of infrastructure supports, 
and staff morale.   All such effects had a cost effect of one kind or another – nominal,  time or 
opportunity.  In parallel, there were considerable transactional overheads, both fixed and variable, 
arising from the decentralisation changeover programme.  Once a decentralisation had been rolled 
out, the main additional costs for Departments arose from serving the needs of the Dublin-based 
Minister(s), the Houses of the Oireachtas and many other stakeholders, including from the private 
sector.  

4.1 Impacts on time and costs

Implementation of the decentralisation programme accrued major costs to the Exchequer.  It has 
given also rise to a number of impacts on the time and costs spent on serving business requirements 
across multiple locations.  
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Scale of site and accommodation capital costs  
As of November  2011,  the capital  costs  of  the decentralisation  programme were €337 million, 
relating to the acquisition of property and the building of accommodation but exclusive of other 
capital costs such as the purchase of ICT equipment.  Receipts from property disposals in Dublin by 
the OPW from 2004 to November 2011 amounted to  €356 million, while leases with an annual 
value of €18 million in the Dublin area were surrendered by them since 2004.

A financial stress test for the entire decentralisation programme using the twin-track procurement 
process was undertaken in 200468.  It  was estimated that had the original programme been fully 
implemented, the break-even point would not be achieved until 2026 – i.e. when the accumulated 
discounted cash flow (DCF) would become positive, the State would own all the buildings in the 
decentralised locations and the annual rental savings would continue to accrue in perpetuity.

Impact on senior management time  
As decentralisation was being rolled out, managers at many levels, including Secretaries General, 
were required to devote considerable time and energy to managing the process and, once done, 
significant demands continued to be placed on them.  In particular, the time burden imposed on 
some Principal Officers and Assistant Secretaries came in for frequent mention, with many of them 
working in practice out of two locations, typically the HQ in Dublin and the decentralised office 
elsewhere.  This phenomenon was found to be especially prevalent in the Department of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade (Irish Aid), Department of Education and Skills, Department of the Environment, 
Community  and  Local  Government  and  the  Central  Statistics  Office.   Generally  the  senior 
managers concerned were found to be spending between 20% and 50% of their time in one or other 
of two locations.

Impact on corporate overheads  
During the decentralisation changeover period, major additional burdens were imposed on the HR, 
corporate services and ICT units (notwithstanding the presence of advance parties), as well as on 
those managers whose work areas were scheduled for relocation.  After full roll-out, such additional 
overheads continued to be generated, usually involving substantial costs. A key cause was that the 
administration of services from multiple locations instead of just one caused economies of scale to 
be foregone, in terms of both fixed and variable costs.

Impact on Finance Units  
The  Finance  Units  in  individual  organisations  were  found  to  discharge  their  functions  well. 
Customer service delivery,  reporting standards and ethical  behaviours were strong.  With some 
Units,  decentralisation  caused  upset  to  their  operations,  with  a  number  of  them  having  lost 
experienced and professionally trained staff.  However, the general picture was that decentralisation 
did not have a significant impact beyond the short-term on either performance or capacity.  Senior 
management and the Finance Units themselves ensured that knowledge management, training, job 
handover  arrangements  and  liaison  procedures  with  the  Department  of  Finance  were  given 
particular attention.

Impact on organisations’ travel and subsistence costs  
Notwithstanding  that  considerable  use is  made  of  video conferencing  and other  such facilities, 
travel from decentralised offices to Dublin is frequently unavoidable – for example, meetings with 
the  Minister,  tending  to  the  business  of  the  Oireachtas,  participation  in  inter-departmental 

68 Decentralisation Implementation Group:  Report to the Minister for Finance – Decentralised office accommodation, 
Procurement methodology and Financial assessment, 19 November 2004, p.3 
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committees  and  engagement  with  private  sector  interests.   Similarly,  travel  from  Dublin  to 
decentralised offices around the country is sometimes necessary as well.  There are requirements 
too on officials to travel abroad on EU and other business and, for some of them, this imposes an 
extra domestic travel cost where flight departures to the destination concerned operate from Dublin 
only.   The evidence suggests that  in many cases the additional travel and subsistence costs are 
substantial, as is the time involved.

Conclusion

The  multiple  demands  arising  from a  decentralisation  changeover  programme,  and  the  typical 
immediacy of them, absorbed large amounts of management time that could have been applied to 
other tasks.  For some, the successful implementation of the changeover programme became  the 
organisational  priority of senior  management  for a  few years,  taking their  focus away to some 
extent  from  strategic  issues.   That  opportunity  cost  was  compounded  by  additional  corporate 
overheads,  both transparent and invisible.  Significant  overheads continued to be incurred in the 
post-decentralisation setting. 

5. STRATEGY AND POLICY-MAKING

Background

The ORP reviews found that on developing strategy and policy, both policy-making Departments 
and processing-type Offices were strong at this, and indeed very strong in a number of instances. 
However on implementation, the record was not so good; generally for Departments it was found to 
be patchy and in many cases quite weak, especially where there was a heavy reliance on third 
parties to translate the policies into actions on-the-ground.  That weakness was exacerbated when a 
Department’s governance of the bodies under its remit was inadequate.  Regarding the three Offices 
reviewed,  which engage  mostly  in  transaction-based  activities,  the implementation  of  strategies 
ranged from generally satisfactory to strong. 
 

5.1 Impacts on developing and implementing strategies and polices 

Ireland’s civil service is a geographically dispersed model with just over a half of all staff working 
from locations outside the capital but, notwithstanding decentralisation, high-level decision-making 
remains predominantly in Dublin.
 
Effect on developing policy
A  number  of  senior  managers  in  Departments  and  some  key  stakeholders  believed  that 
decentralisation  caused  deteriorations  in  standards  with  regard  to  setting  strategy  and  making 
policy, most acutely evident in the early years, despite the fresh thinking and perspective of new 
entrants.  They pointed in particular to the effects of significant staff churn, especially at Assistant 
Principal and Principal levels.  The combination of inexperienced new entrants and experienced 
staff departures left Departments struggling at times with drafting and amending legislation and the 
associated processing of Bills through the Houses of the Oireachtas, and made it more difficult and 
time-consuming to develop robust strategy.  An increased burden fell on a smaller cohort of people 
possessing the requisite knowledge, often Assistant Secretaries with growing workloads as a direct 
consequence  of  decentralisation.   The  physical  distance  between  an  office  and  HQ  created 
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additional  problems around co-ordination,  exacerbated  when a  policy function  was split  across 
dispersed locations69.

The vulnerability to weaker policy-making capacity tended to diminish over time as human capital 
was  incrementally  rebuilt.  Although  impossible  to  estimate  the  length  of  the  learning  curves 
involved,  senior  managers,  who  had  experienced  major  decentralisation  exercises  in  the  early 
1990s, believed that the length of time could be considerable, certainly a number of years.   

Effect on implementing policy
Regarding the implementation of policies, there was no evidence that the experience was better or 
worse in decentralised offices compared to Dublin-based operations.  Where functions were of a 
discrete  or  self-contained  nature,  there  were  many examples  of  very successful  delivery  –  the 
Collector General’s Division in Limerick (Revenue); the management of the National Vehicle and 
Driver  File  in  Shannon (Department  of  Transport,  Tourism and Sport);  the finance  function in 
Ballina (Department of the Environment, Community and Local Government) and the Waterford 
office of the Property Registration Authority.

Conclusion 

The physical distance between an organisation’s headquarters and its decentralised offices can make 
it difficult to co-ordinate policy approaches internally with Dublin-based divisions and externally 
with State bodies and other stakeholders.  Where strategy and policy making staff are new and lack 
appropriate experience, the challenges presented by the learning curve augment the difficulty faced. 
Consequently  an  added  imperative  falls  on  organisations  with  decentralised  offices  to  harness 
knowledge in a corporate and systemic way.  To that end, there should be a particular regard for 
research, experience and best practice from other countries, especially the EU area.  There should 
also be a special emphasis on the practicalities of implementation when developing strategies and 
policies and as decentralised offices tend to be heavily engaged in transaction-type public facing 
activities, the experience of frontline staff might be especially valuable.  The more accessible and 
complete the knowledge base, the easier it will be to accelerate learning for strategy and policy 
making purposes and overcome the challenges presented by physical distances.

6. SHARED UNDERSTANDING

Background

On internal shared understanding, a key finding of the ORP reviews was that related work areas 
within  Departments  and  Offices  struggled  to  co-ordinate  and  co-operate  with  one  another  as 
effectively  as  they should  have  had.   This  phenomenon  existed  irrespective  of  whether  or  not 
functions were geographically dispersed.

On external shared understanding,  the Irish public service - as the OECD noted - is segmented, 
‘leading to sub-optimal coherence in policy development, implementation and service delivery’70. 

69  An example is the housing division of the Department of the Environment, Community and Local Government 
which has operations in Wexford, Dublin and Ballina.

70 OECD:  ‘Ireland – Towards an Integrated Public Service’, Paris, 2008
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As public policy becomes more diverse and complex, Departments and Offices are increasingly 
challenged to take whole-of-government approaches involving greater cooperation with one another 
and with stakeholders at local, national and international levels.

6.1 Impacts on corporate culture

From a capacity perspective, corporate culture influences some workplace behaviours that in turn 
affect the way business is conducted, internally within the organisation between work areas and 
externally  with  stakeholders  and  client  groups.   Each  of  the  eleven  Departments  and  Offices 
reviewed  was  found to  have  its  own corporate  culture  whereby its  own set  of  norms,  values, 
functions and practices differentiated it from other organisations.  Similarly each location exhibited 
its own unique localised culture that to varying degrees resembled or diverged from a corporate 
reference point.  Six of the organisations had substantial parts of their business activities divided 
between two or three locations and in some cases more71.  

Cultures differentiated by location
Culture goes to the heart of organisational behaviours.  Where an organisation had markedly varied 
cultures differentiated by location, it was especially difficult to maintain a corporate cultural norm 
and a unified approach to business.  There was the added complexity at times of comfort zones 
arising from staff having relocated in the first instance primarily for family and lifestyle reasons. 
However,  these  dynamics  existed  in  offices  dispersed  throughout  Dublin  as  much  as  they  did 
elsewhere, with different ‘buildings cultures’ evident, for example, in the various Dublin offices of 
the Department of Jobs, Enterprise, and Innovation.

As a counterweight to this phenomenon, Revenue in particular has made substantial investments in 
ensuring that corporate objectives, policies, practices and ethics are widely understood across what 
is a very large organisation with major operational divisions and local offices distributed across the 
country.  However, it still faces an ongoing challenge in trying to strengthen communication and 
cooperation between districts in different regions, underscoring again the challenges faced when an 
organisation is dispersed across multiple locations.

6.2 Impacts on internal and external understanding

As regards external understanding, stakeholders stated that it took some time for the new-comers to 
get up to speed following a decentralisation and this had an impact on their capacity to forge shared 
understanding in the early stages.

More generally, most high-level cross-cutting policy issues continue to be managed through regular 
meetings in the Department of the Taoiseach and other locations in the capital as Ministers and 
political advisers are all Dublin-based.  Apart from the meetings themselves, the informal contacts 
and presence coming from meeting key contacts regularly also contributes to the collective process. 
Regarding the effects of decentralisation on cross-cutting initiatives and processes led by the centre 
such as the Department  of the Taoiseach,  it  is  difficult  to  be definitive  about it  having caused 
significant problems for the operation of cross-departmental work driven by the Senior Officials’ 
71 Department of Education and Skills (Dublin, Athlone and Tullamore); Department of the Environment, Community 
and Local  Government  (Dublin,  Wexford and Ballina),  Department  of  Agriculture,  Food and the Marine  (Dublin, 
Clonakilty,  Wexford and Portlaoise), Property Registration Authority (Dublin, Waterford and Roscommon), Central 
Statistics Office (Dublin and Cork) and Revenue (district offices within regional structures).  
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Groups.   However,  it  was  reported  that  in  a  number  of  cases  decentralised  Departments  are 
sometimes less engaged than they ought to be by virtue of attending less frequently than others 
(even with occasional use of video-conferencing) and in some instances by the use of attendees less 
well briefed than they ought to be.

Regarding internal shared understanding, the impacts were found to be similar in some respects:  

Limitations of technology
While modern technologies  like webcams help,  Ministers  made clear  that  although adequate  in 
certain  situations,  such  technology  was  inadequate  in  others,  especially  where  face-to-face 
engagement on a text such as a Bill or meetings with stakeholders were required.

Functions split across locations
Where  functions  were  split  between  locations,  the  development  of  shared  approaches,  the 
propensity to keep relevant colleagues in appropriate information loops, the management of core 
records, and the delivery of service were all made considerably more difficult than they ought to be. 

Functions concentrated in a location
Problems  also  arose  where  some  functions  were  concentrated  in  a  location.  For  example,  the 
Central  Statistics  Office  has  effectively  been  divided  into  three  separate  streams,  with 
macroeconomic statistics and the census of population operating from two locations in Dublin and 
business and household statistics  based in Cork.  A consequence is that  this division limits  the 
capacity of senior staff to get experience of all the main areas of the CSO’s work unless they are 
prepared to relocate.  It is similarly the case with many other decentralised offices – for example, 
staff  in  the  Planning  and Building  Unit,  Department  of  Education  and Skills,  Tullamore,  have 
limited opportunity to gain experience in other areas of the Department’s work.

Professional and technical support
Where  professional  and  technical  staff  operate  in  locations  isolated  from their  general  service 
colleagues, it can be difficult to achieve the requisite synergies between the different grade streams, 
especially  if  the  organisation  is  notably  hierarchal.   For  example,  with  the  Development  Co-
operation Division, Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, the bulk of the diplomatic staff are 
located  in  Dublin  while  the  Development  Specialists  and  general  service  staff  are  based  in 
Limerick; in this case it would seem that decentralisation has created a complex set of divisions 
within and between staff groups.  The ORP research indicated that staff should not be physically 
dispersed in this way but where they are, senior management have to be vigilant at ensuring that all 
contributions are equally valued and fit appropriately into a corporate perspective. 

Capacity for new internal synergies
There is scope for internal business units to share information and cooperate more systemically with 
one  another  –  for  example,  making  multi-purpose  use  of  statistical  and  financial  information 
gathered by individual units.  Of note in that regard is that the Department of Agriculture, Food and 
the Marine undertakes reviews of major internal business units to investigate what synergies might 
exist or could be created between different areas of work, and has created efficiencies and generated 
significant savings as a result.
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Conclusion

The evidence from the ORP reviews suggests that the relocation of a function worked best when the 
entire  function  was  transferred,  an  exception  being  some corporate  services  where  aspects  of 
finance and ICT can be distributed between locations without necessarily impacting negatively on 
internal shared understanding.  However, a downside is that where an office deals predominantly 
with just one function, managers and staff were more prone to the development of a ‘black box 
mindset’ as to the goals and activities of the rest of the organisation, pointing to the need for senior 
management to work hard at developing and promoting a corporate mindset.  

Irrespective of how functions are geographically distributed within an organisation, an onus rests on 
senior management  in particular  to spearhead initiatives aimed at  eliminating counterproductive 
compartmentalisation and developing rounded knowledge sets.  A particularly notable innovation 
was found in the Department  of Agriculture,  Food and the Marine which is investigating what 
synergies might exist or could be created between its major internal business units.   Suggestions 
put forward in the course of the ORP reviews included the greater use of thematic planning72, cross-
divisional teams supported by the more effective use of ICT, senior management face time with 
staff, up-to-date organisation charts, comprehensive organisational service guides, well maintained 
bulletin  boards,  strong  training  programmes,  and  well  developed  and  widely  accessible 
management information systems. Steps of this kind would reduce the diseconomies of scale arising 
from functional dispersal and the sense of peripherality felt by many staff in offices throughout the 
country. 

Overall, the management of Departments and Offices operating from two or more locations have to 
be  especially  vigilant  and  proactive  at  ensuring  that  a  corporate  standard  (i.e.  comprising  best 
practice models and reference points of excellence) is applied to the organisation’s way of doing 
business, whether developmental, policy-oriented or operational.  

7. CUSTOMER SERVICE AND DELIVERY

Background

The ORP reviews indicated that customer service was strong and in many cases excellent across the 
civil service.  Generally Departments and Offices were attentive to the needs of their stakeholders 
and the public, and were responsive to problems arising.

7.1 Impacts on customer service and delivery

As highlighted earlier,  there was considerable staff churn and associated disturbance to business 
continuity as Departments and Offices rolled out major decentralisation programmes.  Regarding 
the  medium-  to  long-term impacts  on customer  service,  the  ORP team established  that  certain 
conditions affected delivery more acutely than others:  

72 An example is  the very effective  multi-disciplinary and multi-agency plan developed by the Department  of  the 
Environment,  Community  and  Local  Government  to  underpin  the  ‘National  Survey  of  Ongoing  Housing 
Developments’.
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Relative universality of the service  
Where the service was transactions-based and the stakeholders and customers were numerous and 
widely dispersed across the country, the location from where the service was administered did not 
appear to be of consequence.  The ORP reviews found many examples of high quality service being 
delivered nationwide from a single location such as the State Exams Commission, Department of 
Education  and Skills,  Athlone,  and the National  Vehicle  Driver  File,  Department  of  Transport, 
Tourism and Sport, Shannon. 

Relative discreteness of the service 
Conversely,  where  a  service  was  of  a  relatively  discrete  or  niche  nature  and  the  customer  or 
stakeholder  base  was  small  and  clustered  around  the  location  from  where  the  service  was 
administered - i.e.  Dublin – the interaction between that base and the organisation tended to be 
strong and dynamic  – for example,  macroeconomic  statistics  division of the CSO is  located  in 
Dublin and its customer base is nearby.  Where such services were relocated outside the capital, 
stakeholders generally perceived that there had been a negative impact on their interaction with the 
Department or Office – for example, the Dublin-based NGOs of Irish Aid. 

Functions split between locations  
Where  functions  were split  between locations  including  of  a  corporate  nature,  there  was some 
negative impacts on customer service, internally and externally.   Invariably some confusion was 
caused for both staff and customers, often resulting in the transfer of calls from the public.  

Conclusion

Although there were situations where the administration of a function from a decentralised office 
had little or no adverse effect on service delivery, there were some instances where it did make a 
difference  depending on  the  nature  of  the  service  and the  characteristics  of  the  stakeholder  or 
customer base.   

Over the course of the ORP reviews, many internal and external stakeholders pointed to a number 
of measures that could be taken to help alleviate the service delivery problems most frequently 
encountered:   

• Service delivery changes:  Among the principal solutions proffered were a single point of 
contact  for  some  services,  a  hotline,  an  up-to-date  organisation  chart,  a  database  for 
telephonists  and  receptionists  navigable  by  keywords,  an  easily  accessible  and  well 
populated website, and a comprehensive guide to the organisation’s business and associated 
contacts. 

• Service quality measurement:  While some organisations were strong at monitoring in real-
time the quality of service delivery and measuring overall  impacts  by means of general 
public and customer attitude surveys, others were less diligent and some considerably so. 
The ORP reviews pointed  clearly  to  the desirability  for regular  measurement  of  service 
delivery.   Such measurement  exercises should differentiate  by location so that  problems 
with particular  offices  could be identified  and remedied  and that  best  practice  could be 
surfaced and promulgated internally within an organisation.    
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8. INFORMATION COMMUNICATIONS TECHNOLOGY (ICT)

Background

As  decentralisation  programmes  were  being  rolled  out,  some  organisations  availed  of  the 
opportunity presented by a green-field site to upgrade their ICT hardware in the new locations to 
state-of-the-art standards.  This offered the prospect of leapfrog gains in the utilisation of cutting-
edge technologies and systems to support the needs of the business.  

8.1 Impacts on ICT capacity

Those Departments and Offices such as the Collector-General's Division of Revenue in Limerick, 
which had a  well  developed model  of ICT supporting business  needs  prior to  decentralisation, 
coped effectively with the systems-related challenges presented by a major relocation of activities, 
whereas those which did not have such a model struggled.  

Impact on ICT skills base  
The research yielded a mixed finding on this ground.  Prior to decentralisation, ICT as a business 
tool had been considerably underdeveloped in some organisations with a consequent potential for 
greater improvement.  In some cases, new entrants from other Departments and Offices with the 
requisite skills and experience boosted ICT capacity and to this day are adding important value to 
overall organisational performance.  However, the predominant view was that decentralisation has 
weakened their organisation’s ICT skills base.   For example,  the Department of Education and 
Skills  lost  some  highly-skilled  ICT  staff  weakening  its  capacity  to  develop  new  systems  and 
applications.  

Impact on ICT developmental capacity  
Modern processing-type entities are critically dependent on ICT.  Typically they make best use of 
modern  technologies  and  invest  prudently  on  an  ongoing  basis  in  developmental  work. 
Decentralisation diverted attention from developmental work in some cases.  For example, in the 
case of the CSO, some of its senior managers, who had first-hand experience of the major relocation 
of activities to Cork in the early 1990s, reported that the associated demands diverted attention and 
effort away from ICT developmental work for a four-five years period.  A consequence in their 
view was that it caused the CSO to slide from a leading edge position and it was still dealing  up 
until relatively recently with the legacy of the momentum and ground lost during that period.    

Impact on systems integration  
In cases where there had been an absence of strong central  control and direction set  by senior 
management, decentralisation perpetuated pre-existing bad practices such as end-user computing 
and standalone data holdings and applications.  Indeed examples were uncovered of business units 
using different systems in different locations for the same task or purpose.  Often the reason for 
such  problems  was  related  to  not  just  senior  management  but  also  capacity  gaps  in  the 
organisation’s ICT Unit, causing some individual business units to develop their own systems using 
either specialist contractors or line division staff with some ICT proficiency.
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Conclusion

Where the ORP team found best use being made of ICT in decentralised locations, typically three 
critical factors were evident:  

• committed  senior  managers  who  comprehended  the  value  of  well-functioning  and 
appropriately integrated systems to support the business; 

• a high level of systems developmental capacity in the organisation’s ICT Unit; and  
• sufficient skills and budgets to support well developed plans and processes.

Where any of these factors had been absent  or inadequate,  Departments  and Offices invariably 
struggled to get a good return from ICT investment and optimise the use of ICT to support business 
needs.

9. GOVERNANCE

ORP assessment

The ORP team found that typically the relationship between a Department and an agency under its 
remit  was ‘hands off’ except on pro-forma reporting and probity requirements.   Some agencies 
reported that during the roll-out and in the aftermath of a decentralisation, there had been marked 
declines  in  their  parent  Department’s  understandings  of  their  roles,  functions  and  operations. 
Where a Department’s  governance of them was weak,  the causes were not  so much related  to 
decentralisation  as  to  inadequate  oversight  arrangements  such  as  agreed work programmes  and 
performance indicators, good ICT connectivity, and regular meetings for planning and reviewing 
purposes.  

Conclusion

An important  lesson from the decentralisation  programme is  that  when key Departmental  staff 
dealing  with  an  agency  leave,  it  is  critical  to  good  governance  that  their  replacements  would 
familiarise themselves thoroughly with the agency’s roles, duties and operations, that they would 
meet its middle and senior managers soon after appointment, and that they would acquire a strong 
comprehension of the front line service delivery challenges that the agency faces.  

10. CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT AND INNOVATION

Background

The ORP reviews found that the corporate disposition of most of the eleven organisations reviewed 
tended towards conservatism although there were some that were innovative.   Generally,  senior 
management believed strongly that their organisations were dynamic and adaptable - a belief that 
waned steadily through the grades to more junior staff.  Additionally there was found to be close 
associations in the minds of internal and external stakeholders between innovation and ICT; the 
more developed the usage of ICT, the more innovative the organisation was perceived to be.      
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10.1 Impacts on continuous improvement and innovation

Allowing for the bias caused by ICT, the principal top dozen or so stakeholders of Departments and 
Offices were inclined to ascribe the relative innovativeness of an organisation with the dynamism 
and openness to change of senior managers, especially the Secretary General, Assistant Secretaries 
and their equivalents: if they were regarded as dynamic, then the organisation was dynamic; if the 
local management were dynamic, then the local or decentralised office was dynamic too.  For many 
of those organisations, which had undergone major decentralisation, management and staff alike 
believed that they had demonstrated unprecedented degrees of adaptability, agility, imagination and 
effective  change  management  in  ensuring  that  day-to-day  business  continued  despite  all  the 
upheaval.  This sentiment was widely shared – and sympathetically too – by their stakeholders. The 
ORP team found that decentralisation impacted on the capacities of organisations to innovate in a 
number of ways:

Impact on the short-term capacity to innovate  
The sheer effort of managing a major decentralisation, both during the changeover period and in the 
years  afterwards,  caused  attention  in  cases  to  be  diverted  away from plans  and activities  of  a 
developmental  nature (see also previous section 8.1).   The exit  of skilled and experienced staff 
added significantly to that diversion.  At the same time however, the arrival of new staff, who had 
willingly moved to the decentralised office, sometimes brought with them a pioneering spirit and a 
refreshing freedom from organisational baggage.  But in the round, these new staff, even when very 
capable,  lacked the  experience  and in-depth  understanding  of  key  issues  which  many of  those 
departing would have had.  

A notable  exception  was  the  innovative  capacity  of  the  PRA.   The  strong  leadership  there,  a 
systemic openness at top management level to new approaches for doing business, and a well honed 
comprehension  of  managing  major  change  incrementally  equipped  the  organisation  to  manage 
decentralisation without impacting on its innovative culture. 

Impact on medium- to long-term capacity to innovate 
The ORP team found that  usually it  took a long time to rebuild  an organisation’s  capacity  for 
innovation after a major relocation of activities.   This time factor was mostly a function of the 
learning  curve  for  new  entrants  and  either  the  appetite  or  capacity  for  innovation  of  senior 
management.   However,  there  were instances  where decentralisation  provided opportunities  for 
improvement  and innovation.   For  example  in  the case of  the decentralisation  of  the Collector 
General’s  Division  to  Limerick,  senior  management  used  the  relocation  as  an  opportunity  to 
modernise the entire business operation, reorient it from large-scale processing to debt management 
case  working and  address  pre-existing  problems  of  a  somewhat  long-standing  and  intractable 
nature.  There was also some evidence that scale may have helped Revenue to overcome some of 
the difficulties arising from the learning curve in that a fairly sizeable cohort of managers and staff 
originally relocating had prior work experience in the organisation.  

Conclusion

Decentralisation  has  brought  with it  gains  and losses  in  terms  of  an organisation’s  capacity  to 
continuously improve and innovate.   No compelling evidence emerged to suggest that decentralised 
offices were any less or more innovative than their counterparts in Dublin.  However, the dynamism 
of senior management, both HQ-based and local, can make a significant difference in an office, 
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Dublin or otherwise based, with a particular onus resting on them to ensure that comfort zones – 
with all their attendant inclinations towards passivity – do not develop.  

11. PERFORMANCE MEASUREMENT AND EVALUATION

Background

The late Professor John Murray, Trinity College Dublin, observed in his commentary in the Second 
Report of the Organisational Review Programme that ‘an organisation with tangible, transaction-
based  activities,  outputs  and  outcomes  can  be  expected  to  address  the  challenge  of  measuring 
performance more readily’ than policy-making Departments.  The eleven ORP reviews supported 
this  observation.   The three processing-type  Offices  – the CSO, Revenue and the PRA – were 
stronger  than  Departments  at  measuring  performance.  Overall  however  the  measurement  of 
outcomes was a general weakness.  In that regard, Professor Murray commented that ‘it appears to 
be  difficult  in  many  instances  to  establish  organisational  performance  in  relation  to  external 
indicators  of  excellence  (as  opposed  to  past  performance  or  some  general  notion  of  good 
performance)’. 

11.1 Impacts on the measurement of performance

The  ORP  team  found  that  the  measurement  and  evaluation  of  performance  was  patchy  and 
generally weak across the system.  The issue was bound up with a number of factors more evident 
in some organisations than others: 

• a relatively low value attached by senior management to data and information as a business 
and policymaking tool, 

• underdeveloped analytical skills bases, 
• weak management information systems, 
• sub-optimal dataset matching and integration, and
• short-term business  imperatives  crowding  out  the  space  devoted  to  long  term planning, 

including on systems for efficient and effective performance measurement. 

Obviously,  the  questions  arise:   Has  decentralisation  made  the  measurement  and evaluation  of 
performance  better  or  worse?  Are  decentralised  offices  any different  in  this  regard  from their 
Dublin-based  operations  counterparts?   In  measuring  organisational  performance  and 
project/programme effectiveness, the evidence from the ORP reviews was that the location of an 
activity did not of itself matter:

Performance metrics  
An exemplar was the PRA.  It was found to have in place a casework system that provides a daily 
count of progress in its Dublin, Waterford and Roscommon offices. Local and senior management 
use the system to track progress and reallocate work as required.  Comparisons between teams and 
areas are carried out so that workflow efficiency is maximised.  Similarly, Revenue operates quite a 
refined performance measurement system that is actively used by many managers throughout the 
country  to  monitor  activity  and  make  operational  decisions.    However  in  the  nine  other 
organisations reviewed, metrics were little used and in some, not at all. 
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Generally, performance metrics were more commonly applied to transaction-based activities than 
those of a policy-making nature, and as offices outside Dublin reviewed were more involved in the 
former type of work, they used metrics to a greater extent.  However it was the type of work rather 
than the location that was the determinant.

Systemic project and programme measurement  
Irish Aid provided a good example.  It is managed by the Development Cooperation Division with 
most of the staff based in Limerick and the majority of the senior management team now based in 
Dublin.  The ORP review found that Irish Aid uses ‘a full system of targets, metrics, output and 
outcome measures to ensure it delivers on its goals and objectives’ and that staff at all levels ‘have 
bought into the value of rigorous performance measurement  and management’.   Critical  factors 
behind those findings were the project and analytical expertise of the Development Specialists and 
important  management  innovations  such  as  the  establishment  of  the  Programme  Appraisal  and 
Evaluation Group.  In this case it was the skills base and managerial leadership rather than location 
that were the critical differentiators.

Conclusion 

The  location  of  an  operation  did  not  surface  as  an  obstacle  to  the  efficient  and  effective 
measurement  and evaluation  of performance.  The ORP team found that  in  organisations  where 
measurement and evaluation was strong, four factors stood out:

• senior management comprehended the intrinsic value of information and data as a business 
tool; 

• the organisation had the appropriate level, mix and quantum of skills, especially statistical 
and analytical;

• the supporting information systems and the linkages between related data and information 
holdings were well developed and robust; and

• the  organisation  was  involved  mostly  in  transaction-type  activities  rather  than  policy-
making functions.

OVERALL CONCLUSION

The original  programme  was  unrealistically  ambitious,  ill  conceived  and poorly  planned.   The 
geographical distribution of the proposed relocations was too diffuse and the footprint of many of 
them fell well short of practical and sustainable thresholds.

Individual organisations managed the practicalities of decentralisation quite well and while some 
relocations have been successful, others clearly have been much less so, especially those primarily 
involved  in  activities  which  are  not  transactions-based.  Some Departments  and  Offices  found 
themselves  struggling in  the  most  testing  of  circumstances.   There  were  instances  where 
organisations had to be created almost anew.

Perhaps the most remarkable aspect of the decentralisation programme was that the impacts on the 
capacity of the public service did not appear to have been given the primacy they deserved in the 
decision-making process.
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Compelling arguments have been presented in this paper that although having brought about some 
benefits,  decentralisation generally has generated significant  diseconomies of scale and has had 
serious  negative  impacts  on  the  capacities  of  the  civil  service.   The  impacts  were  particularly 
pronounced in the mission critical areas of leadership, policy-making, shared understanding, HR 
management  and  cost  efficiency.   At  the  heart  of  these  impacts  has  been  the  erosion  of 
organisational memory.

The evidence from the ORP reviews is unequivocal:  Departments and Offices have suffered serious 
losses  of  corporate  knowledge  arising  directly  from  decentralisation.   Weak  management 
information systems and significant levels of staff retirements have augmented the problems faced. 
The  depletion  of  knowledge  reserves  was  quite  indiscriminate:   mission  critical  areas,  policy 
development functions, service delivery activities, and corporate support services all faced similar 
probabilities of selection for decentralisation.

While  the  dynamism  and  skills  of  replacement  staff  have  alleviated  some  of  the  downsides 
encountered by organisations, it was clear throughout the decentralisation programme that, in and of 
themselves, it would have taken a considerable amount of time and effort replenish adequately what 
had been lost.  

There are lessons for the public service reform agenda, including any relocation programme that 
might  be  contemplated  sometime  in  the  future.   The  critical  one is  that  the  likely  impacts  on 
organisational capacity should be assessed in a critical, honest, open and comprehensive manner, 
and it is the findings yielded that should form the evidentiary base on which judgements would be 
reached and decisions made.

The  Government  announced on  17  November  2011 that  40  decentralisation  projects  would  be 
cancelled,  32 others  -  particularly  those where  permanent  accommodation  has  been provided - 
would be left  in situ and 22 others would be reviewed.  For those offices remaining in place, the 
successful management of them is obviously of benefit to all.   In that regard, the ORP reviews 
suggest that corporate culture provides a critical context.

The management of Departments and Offices operating from two or more locations face a special 
challenge  in  ensuring  that  a  corporate  standard,  comprising  best  practice  models  and reference 
points of excellence, is applied in each office to the organisation’s way of doing business, whether 
developmental, policy-oriented or operational.

Central to that aim are measures as follows: assessing regularly the distribution of workloads and 
adopting  flexible  remedial  responses  where  called  for,  providing  well-developed  information 
systems to support policy making and evaluation, utilising systemically the experiences of front-line 
staff to test the practicalities of proposals, fostering a culture of inter-divisional collegiality and 
cooperation  by investigating  what  synergies  might  exist  or  could be created  between its  major 
internal business units and taking appropriate follow-up action, measuring regularly the quality of 
customer service delivery differentiated by location so that best  practice could be surfaced and 
promulgated as well as problems identified and tackled, and encouraging the optimal contribution 
from all staff through training, mentoring and feedback along with other forms of ongoing support. 
In all this effort to promote common cause, managers have to be diligent and active and, perhaps 
above all, value each contribution from every staff member as worthwhile in its own right.
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Department of the Taoiseach

Organisational Review Programme Action Plan

Introduction

The Department of the Taoiseach welcomes the report of the Organisational Review Programme 
and is committed to learning from it.

We recognise that we occupy a unique and influential place at the centre of Government and that 
we therefore bear a particular responsibility to be a high-performing organisation.

We welcome the acknowledgement of past strategic successes involving the Department, but we 
also accept that there is a need for renewal and change, especially in light of the ongoing economic 
crisis.

We will therefore vigorously implement this Action Plan, alongside our new Strategy Statement to 
2014 which will be published shortly.

Context

The Department’s internal leadership and management processes are very important aspects of our 
work,  though they are  far  from the only influence on outcomes.   Our role  at  the Centre often 
requires us to act with others – nationally and often internationally - in order to achieve successful 
outcomes on major national issues.

We also operate within a complex organisational  environment,  working closely with successive 
elected  administrations,  other  Government  Departments  and  agencies,  and  other  influential 
stakeholders in society, including the media and social partners.  

We are also subject to the same external influences that affect Irish society in general, including 
notably European and global economic developments over which we can often have little control.

All of these factors have been greatly in evidence during the economic, banking and political crises 
of recent years and this is undoubtedly reflected in some of the findings of the ORP Report.  

A deeper consideration of these issues than the ORP report allows will be important in learning 
lessons from the past, and in ensuring that the institutions and processes of the State and the public 
service are reformed to meet the new challenges of the future.  

This will be an important part of our future work and will be central to our new Strategy Statement.
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Morale

Improving staff morale is also an important challenge for the Department, and the ORP Report 
identifies a number of internal management issues that are addressed in this Action Plan, including 
in the areas of leadership and communication.  Some suggestions from staff are specifically 
included for implementation.

The staff of the Department are also of course affected by factors related to the economic crisis that 
are common to the wider public service, and indeed to all of Irish society. 

Process

In drawing up this Action Plan, we have examined carefully the findings, both positive and 
negative, of the ORP Report.  The process was as follows:

• in addition to discussing the written report, the Management Committee received a detailed 
oral briefing from the ORP team on the findings

• a general meeting of all staff was held to brief people on the main findings and on the 
process of drawing up the Action Plan

• the ORP report was made available to all staff

• all Heads of Divisions met with their staff to discuss the report

• the Management Committee met with the Heads of Divisions to get their feedback

• all staff were also invited to a series of focus groups, facilitated by external HR experts, to 
discuss the findings and what should be done to address them

• the Management Committee received a briefing on the outcome of the focus groups

• a draft Action Plan was drafted in the light of all the above and then discussed by the 
Management Committee

• the Management Committee met with all the Heads of Divisions to discuss the draft Action 
Plan, following which the final draft was circulated to all staff

• the Departmental Council (representing management and the unions/staff associations) was 
briefed on the draft Action Plan prior to submission to the Department of Public 
Expenditure & Reform and the Government

This  process  was  designed  to  ensure  that  the  Action  Plan  is  a  comprehensive  response  to  the 
findings  of  the  ORP  Report  and  is  built  on  detailed  consultation  with  all  of  the  staff  of  the 
Department.
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Actions Already Taken

As the report indicates, the Department has already undergone significant change in recent years 
and that process is continuing.  Among the most significant recent changes are:

• the  transition  to  a  new administration,  following the  election  of  a  new Taoiseach  and 
Government in March 2011

• the establishment  of a new Economic Management Council,  comprising the Taoiseach, 
Tánaiste, the Minister for Finance and the Minister for Public Expenditure and Reform, to 
co-ordinate key economic issues at the heart of Government

• changes to the Cabinet Committee structure by the new Government

• the establishment of a new Department of Public Expenditure & Reform, involving the 
transfer of significant numbers of staff and functions from the Department of the Taoiseach 
to the new Department

• the establishment of a new integrated European Affairs Division, involving the transfer of 
significant numbers of staff and functions from the Department of Foreign Affairs to the 
Department of the Taoiseach

• the adoption of a different approach to social  dialogue by the new Government,  which 
replaces the earlier social partnership process and places a greater emphasis on the role of 
line  Departments  rather  than  a  centralised  process  managed  by the  Department  of  the 
Taoiseach as was the case in the past

• the appointment of a new Secretary General and a new Second Secretary General, as well 
as the appointment of key senior advisers by the Taoiseach and Tánaiste 

• the reassignment of management responsibilities at Assistant Secretary level (a process to 
be completed with two further appointments, by open competition, in the near future)

• the establishment of a new Office of the Tánaiste, within the Department of the Taoiseach, 
from within existing resources

• the establishment of a new Programme for Government Office, also from within existing 
resources

• a Government decision to establish a new Strategic International Communications Unit in 
the Department to assist in protecting and enhancing Ireland’s international reputation

• the reduction of the overall Budget for the Department by 54% between 2008 and 2012

• the reduction of overall staff numbers by 16% between 2008 to 2012

• a  reduction  of  staff  numbers  in  Corporate  Services  (excluding  services  officers  and 
cleaners)  in  the past  year  by 22%; Human Resources  and Finance  Unit  numbers  have 
reduced by 30%
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• the dissolution of the National Economic and Social Forum and the National Centre for 
Partnership and Performance, and the cessation or absorption of several other bodies that 
previously operated under the Department

Further Actions Planned

Essentially, the period since the change of Government has seen the bedding down of a range of 
new structures and approaches within the Department.

A range of further actions are set out in this Action Plan and these will be rolled out from 2012 
onwards.

The Action Plan deals mainly with internal management processes, as they are the main focus of the 
ORP Report.

It will be implemented in conjunction with the Department’s new Strategy Statement which will set 
out our strategic priorities to 2014 and how we propose to meet our objectives in a very challenging 
and complex environment.

The new Strategy Statement will focus on the key challenges that Ireland faces today:

• the economic crisis, with a particular focus on the jobs crisis

• ensuring that Ireland plays a full and effective role in all aspects of the European Union, 
protecting our national interests while also contributing to progress and prosperity across 
the Union

• helping to reform and restore trust in the institutions of the State and ensuring that the 
mistakes that led to the economic crisis will not recur

• helping to renew and transform the public service

• helping to ensure that social as well as economic aspects of the crisis are fully recognized 
and addressed in Government policies and services 

• helping to build maintain peace and new relationships on the island of Ireland and between 
Britain and Ireland

• the full implementation of the Programme for Government

• providing excellent support services

Subject to the Taoiseach’s approval, the new Strategy Statement will be published in January 2012. 

Implementation

The Management Committee will have overall responsibility for implementation of the Action Plan.
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Driving and monitoring implementation will  be the specific  responsibility of the new Assistant 
Secretary  for  Corporate  Services,  who  will  be  appointed  shortly  following  an  open  public 
competition.

There will be regular progress reports on implementation to the Management Committee, and these 
will also be circulated to all staff.

There will also be an annual consultation process involving all staff, similar to the focus groups and 
surveys used in formulating this Action Plan.

A representative from the Department of Public Expenditure & Reform, who has experience of the 
Department and of the ORP process, has been invited to provide external advice on implementation.
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Actions to be taken in response to the ORP Report

All of the ORP recommendations are stated below, followed by the actions the Department commits 
itself to implementing.

Strategy: Setting strategic direction

ORP recommendations

• Be clear  about  the Government  and the Taoiseach’s  key strategic  priorities,  and 
structure the Department around the strategies.  Assign top managers to lead each of 
the key strategic priorities and ensure the teams have an optimum mix of experience 
in policy analysis and in operational delivery.

• Get  the  strategies  right  and  then  focus  on  their  implementation,  placing  a  clear 
emphasis on the delivery of outputs and outcomes.

Subject to the approval of the Taoiseach, the Department will publish a new Strategy Statement in 
January 2012.

The policy priorities of the Taoiseach and the Government,  as expressed in the Programme for 
Government, will be central to the new Strategy Statement, alongside the ongoing administrative 
functions of the Department.

The Department's  work will  be structured around the key themes and priorities of the Strategy 
Statement,  with a member of the Management  Advisory Committee specifically responsible for 
each one.

In order to achieve  its  goals,  the Department  will  place particular  emphasis  on developing our 
internal  capacity  for  analysis  and  innovation,  our  relationships  with  other  Departments  and 
stakeholders, and our effectiveness in delivering on cross-cutting issues that are priorities for the 
Government.

There  will  be  a  clear  focus  on  delivery,  including  through  the  identification  of  measurable 
objectives and regular reporting on progress on each strategic objectives as well as on the overall 
Programme for Government.

The Secretary General will convene a general staff meeting to discuss the new Strategy Statement 
in January 2012 and will hold quarterly meetings thereafter.
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Strategy:  Giving leadership

Internal leadership

ORP recommendations 

• Build leadership capacity, nurture internal cross-divisional team working.
• Make sure there is clear two way communication between top management and 

staff, so on the one hand staff understand what must be done to implement the 
key strategic priorities and on the other hand top management understand their 
staff’s views.

• Top management should make clear decisions and be proactive in taking action.
• The MAC should develop its leadership role.

The MAC meets weekly and minutes are circulated to all staff shortly afterwards.

The MAC will meet with heads of division on a monthly basis, and divisional meetings will also be 
convened monthly.

Divisional business plans will be prepared in January each year.

Each Division will present its annual business plan to the MAC and the plans will then be made 
available to all staff on the Department’s intranet.

Cross-divisional  meetings,  co-chaired  by  the  relevant  Assistant  Secretaries,  will  be  convened 
(where this is practical and relevant)

The Secretary General will hold a general staff meeting every quarter to discuss the overall progress 
of the Department on its strategy and to get feedback from staff.

Our new HR Strategy will provide for a Leadership Development Programme, which will cover – 
among  other  things  -  internal  communication,  delegation,  people  management  skills  and 
performance management.

External leadership

ORP recommendations

• Build on the successes of the past, retain the ability to solve specific national issues, 
command authority and respect amongst all stakeholders.

• Ensure delivery of the strategic outputs and outcomes by Departments, Offices and 
agencies where the Department has a co-ordinating role.

• Don’t shy away from conflict in pursuit of challenging goals and in delivering 
necessary change.

• Develop a credible economic capability.
• Lead overtly across the administrative system.

We are very mindful of legacy of past successes and the need to retain the ability to solve specific 
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national issues and command authority and respect amongst all stakeholders.
The Department will continue to exercise its leadership responsibilities.  This will apply particularly 
with respect to cross-Departmental issues and the priorities set by the Taoiseach.

In doing so, we will respect the responsibilities of other Departments and agencies and we will 
work to help ensure that all parts of Government can work as effectively as possible, in their own 
areas and collectively.

We will focus on resolving problems and achieving challenging goals, recognizing that a degree of 
professional conflict  or disagreement can sometimes be a necessary and even useful element in 
resolving complex issues at the centre of Government.

We will  review our economic capability,  drawing on the skills  of many capable  staff members 
already available within the Department, and in the NESC, as well as drawing on outside expertise.

We will work closely together with other Departments at the Centre, notably Public Expenditure & 
Reform  and  Finance,  to  provide  administrative  leadership  –  especially  with  regard  to  the 
Government’s public service reform programme.

Strategy: Creating shared understanding 

ORP recommendations - Internal 

• Break down the silos around the Department’s divisions and join the Department up 
internally by promoting cross-divisional communication and cross-divisional team 
working.

• Ensure there is  a  clear  communication  flow up and down the hierarchy in  each 
division and across different divisions.

• Promote a culture of openness and honesty.

The Secretary General and the MAC have made a clear commitment to openness, communication 
and the promotion of cross-divisional communications and collaboration as core values of the 
Department.

We will take specific actions to promote those values, including:

• issuing MAC minutes to all staff quickly after MAC meetings

• putting detailed organisational charts on the Department intranet

• holding quarterly staff meetings convened by the Secretary General

• holding cross-divisional meetings, co-chaired by the relevant Assistant Secretaries (where 
this is practical and relevant)

• organising occasional  “lunch and learn” events and seminars  on topics of interest  with 
speakers from within the Department, as well as from outside
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• redeploying staff members temporarily between Divisions to gain and share experience

• establishing  grade-based cross-Department networks

• putting more emphasis on internal mobility and information sharing

In taking these actions, we recognise that much more of our work is externally focused than is the 
case in other Government Departments.

ORP recommendations - External

• Retain  the  Department’s  ethos  of  helpfulness  and  effectiveness  in  building  and 
maintaining relationships with stakeholders.

• Consider how the Wednesday briefings of Secretaries General might be enhanced 
even further.

• Find a means to bring employers, trade unions and the voluntary sector together to 
ensure a constructive dialogue about the delivery of the Government’s key strategic 
priorities. 

• Focus on delivery instead of process, emphasise outputs and outcomes, and ensure 
there are mechanisms in place to guarantee follow-up and delivery on the ground.

• Develop the capacity to ensure delivery of cross-cutting strategies which involve co-
ordinated implementation and co-operation across more than one Department.

• Become the visible face of the administrative system to the public at home and to 
stakeholders abroad.

The Department has a long history of effective engagement with a range of stakeholders, at home 
and abroad.  We will continue that engagement.  The question of formal engagement with particular 
stakeholders will be pursued in accordance with Government policy.

The Secretary General  will  explore with his colleagues in other Departments how their  weekly 
briefings might be made more effective and make recommendations to the Taoiseach.

The Department will use its influence to help ensure that there is an explicit focus on delivery in the 
design of new policies and initiatives.  

The  Department  will  work  to  help  the  key  structures  it  serves  (including  the  Government 
Secretariat, the Cabinet Committee system and Senior Official Groups) to focus on monitoring and 
implementation, as well as policy formulation.  The new Programme for Government Office and 
the new integrated EU Division will have an important role to play in this regard.
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Managing delivery:   Customer service and delivery

ORP recommendations

• Maintain the Department’s role as an effective honest broker and trouble-shooter.
• Ensure the Government Secretariat  becomes a stricter  gatekeeper in terms of the 

procedures by which Memos for Government are brought to the Cabinet.
• Continue to facilitate access for stakeholders to the administrative system.

We will continue to engage actively with a wide range of stakeholders from across Irish society and 
internationally.

This will include facilitating access to the administrative system and acting as an honest broker and/
or troubleshooter, where circumstances require it.

We will keep the operation of Cabinet procedures under review, and make recommendations, as 
appropriate, to the Taoiseach.

Managing delivery:  Continuous improvement and innovation

ORP recommendations

• Encourage a culture of self-initiated change in the Department.
• Support staff who bring forward good ideas.
• Be flexible about changing the organisation (in terms of its prioritisation, staffing, 

skill  sets,  structure,  etc)  in  order  to match  changes  in  the external  environment.

The Department has already undergone a very significant change in priorities, staffing, skills, 
functions and structure during 2011, following the election of a new Taoiseach and Government. 
All of these issues will be kept under review.

We will consult staff on the potential for a revised recognition scheme that focuses on exceptional 
performance and innovation, encouraging self-initiated change and supporting staff who bring 
forward good ideas.

Managing resources:  ICT

ORP recommendation

Consider  developing  ICT shared services  in  conjunction  with  a  bigger  Department  and 
redeploying the ICT unit staff.
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We have commenced a shared ICT services project with the Department of Agriculture, Food and 
the  Marine.   This  project  can  deliver  considerable  synergies  and  value  for  money,  upgrading 
services while developing the skills basis of the ICT staff in both Departments.  

We will also prepare a new ICT strategy for the Department.

Managing resources:  HR

ORP recommendations

• Ensure all staff in the Department have substantive experience of working in the 
front-line operational areas of other Departments or Offices which provide services 
to customers.

• Ensure there is regular turnover of staff into and out of the Department.
• Second experts into the Department for specific strategic priorities for 3-5 years.
• Develop an explicit HR strategy for the Department.
• Give careful thought to staff allocation.
• Develop the Department’s analytic capacity; consider making more use of NESC.
• Address the staff morale issue and work with staff to deal with it.
• Consider developing HR shared services in conjunction with a bigger Department 

and redeploying the HR unit staff.

We will develop and implement a new Human Resources Strategy by March 2012. 

The new HR strategy and mobility policy will facilitate:

• mobility within the Department

• the increased use of secondments to bring expertise into the Department on a temporary 
basis

• opportunities for staff to gain valuable experience outside the Department,  including in 
other areas of Government and the private sector, on a temporary basis

• a  system  for  staff  to  express  an  interest  in  working  in  specific  areas  if  and  when 
opportunities arise (ie an internal transfer list)

• a skills and qualifications database which will help inform future staff assignments
• the  more  effective  implementation  of  the  Performance  Management  and  Development 

System  (PMDS),  including  an  emphasis  on  people  management  skills  and  managing 
performance, in accordance with the Government’s reform programme

Management must, of course, be responsible for final decisions on staff assignments and the 
allocation of resources.
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As initial steps:

• we will conduct a qualifications and skills availability survey and a skills needs survey in 
January 2012

• we will introduce a new staff mobility policy in February 2012

• we will introduce a new training and development policy in February 2012

Analytic Capacity

We are already working more  closely with the NESC Secretariat  and utilising  its  considerable 
analytic capacity.

We will  review our economic capability,  drawing on the skills  of many capable  staff members 
already available within the Department, and in the NESC, as well as drawing on outside expertise.

Shared Services

The  Department  already  makes  extensive  use  of  shared  services  in  the  areas  of  HR,  Payroll, 
Finance, accommodation, security and library services.  On foot of the ORP action plan, we have 
initiated a significant shared services project in ICT.

We will also participate actively in wider shared services initiatives that will be rolled out across 
Government as part of the Public Service Reform programme.

Managing resources: Finance

ORP recommendation

Consider building on the existing financial shared services arrangements and redeploying 
the finance unit staff.

We are engaged in a significant level of shared services in the finance area, so there is very little 
scope  for  further  redeployment  of  staff  as  we  must  continue  to  discharge  the  same  legal, 
administrative,  audit  and  financial  management  obligations  that  apply  to  all  other  Government 
Departments.

Managing delivery:  Governance

ORP recommendation

Make NESC less consensus oriented, quicker at producing analyses and give it a greater 
role in the national economic recovery process.
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The Chairman of the National Economic and Social Council (NESC) put these suggestions to the 
Council  at  a  recent  meeting.   The Council  was  very supportive  and the NESC Secretariat  has 
already responded quickly and effectively.  

For example,  NESC has done considerable  work on economic  recovery,  job creation,  domestic 
demand and investment, and support services for unemployed jobseekers.

The Government has decided that a review of NESC will be completed in 2012.  This will take 
account of recent statements by the Taoiseach and Tánaiste which supported the work of the NESC 
and set out how it might continue to make an important national contribution in the future.

Evaluation:  Performance measurement

ORP recommendations

• For each key strategic priority ensure there are clear inputs, outputs and outcomes, 
with explicit targets and milestones, backed up by regular performance 
measurement and performance management in order to ensure the strategies are 
successfully delivered.

• Provide a vision of “what success looks like” by making the progress on 
implementing each strategy clearly visible to Government, to stakeholders and to the 
public.

It is often impractical to devise clear inputs, outputs, targets and milestones for strategic priorities, 
given their over-arching nature and the fact that the Department does not have direct control over 
them.  

For  example,  continued  peace  in  Northern  Ireland,  enhancement  of  Ireland’s  international 
reputation,  improved competitiveness and substantial  job creation are all  outcomes that we will 
work for but which we cannot directly control, and which are not readily amenable to a linear input-
output measurement approach. 

However, the recommendation about a vision of "what success looks like" is a useful concept in 
helping to provide a focus for what the Department is trying to achieve and will be used in our new 
Strategy Statement and in our internal management and communications processes.

We will produce annual progress reports on the Strategy Statement, as in previous years.

We will also contribute to the production of an annual progress report on the implementation of the 
Programme for Government.
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Evaluation: Customer and stakeholder feedback and input into policy and strategy

ORP recommendation

• Continue to be open to feedback from customers and stakeholders and continue to 
input the lessons learned into the formulation of policies and strategies.

We will continue to be open to feedback from customers and stakeholders.

In order to ensure that we fully benefit from external expertise and fresh thinking: 

• we will review all the recent reports into the economic crisis and international best practice 
to ensure the country benefits from lessons learned and that the Government processes we 
support are modern and fit for purpose  

• we will conduct periodic seminars on key themes within our responsibility, drawing on the 
best available expertise and a range of views from outside the Department to inform our 
work

• we will continue to place an emphasis on supporting innovation and the incubation of new 
and imaginative national projects within the Department

• where appropriate, we will make recommendations for improvement to the Taoiseach for 
his consideration
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Introduction

The Department of Education and Skills welcomes the findings of the ORP Review Team. 
The review team acknowledge the challenging environment in which we operate and that our 
stakeholders recognise the calibre and dedication of staff working in the Department.  The 
report  highlights  the  Department’s  strengths  in  some  areas,  most  notably  the  calibre  of 
management  and  staff,  their  strong  values  and  commitment  to  education,  dedication, 
accessibility and our ability to develop policy and strategy.  Naturally, however, the focus of 
the report and this action plan are on addressing the challenges identified and the areas where 
improvements are needed.  In particular we have sought to address some of the issues raised 
by our own staff in the Staff Survey and at the workshops held as part of the ORP process.

Structure of our Action Plan

We have identified 38 priority actions to be progressed over the next 18 months.  These centre 
a round the following themes highlighted in the ORP Report:

1. Strategic direction and leadership

2. Improving internal and external communication

3. Structures & Governance

4. Evaluation

5. Human Resource Management and Deployment

6. Internal business processes and structures

This  Action  Plan  is  a  starting  point.   Our  long term objective  is  to  nurture  a  culture  of 
continuous improvement and innovation in the way we all approach our work and improve 
service delivery across the education system.  The priorities identified in this Action Plan will 
help us to achieve this.

We will review progress in completing the tasks outlined in this Action Plan over the next 18 
months.

Strategic direction and leadership

The  ORP  review  team  recognise  that  the  Department  operates  in  a  highly  complex 
environment with a significant number of stakeholders with differing views and values.  The 
structure of the education sector also provides challenges with the majority of schools and 
other education providers being privately owned autonomous bodies.  Given this complex 
operating environment we recognise that setting clear expectations, ensuring accountability 
and being disciplined in the implementation of strategic plans will greatly increase our ability 
to fulfil our strategic direction setting and leadership responsibilities for the education sector.

In terms of leadership across the various tiers, the report states that we need to improve our 
leadership role for early childhood education, further education and higher education.  The 
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Department  has  been  given  a  very  specific  mandate  by  Government  in  relation  to  Early 
Childhood Education and this mandate relates to the quality of education provision in early 
childhood care and education settings.  The Early Years Education Policy Unit (EYEPU) is a 
unit of the Department of Education and Skills and is co-located in the newly established 
Department of Children and Youth Affairs to ensure that policy developments in the early 
childhood sector are developed within an overall strategic policy framework for children.  We 
will continue to work with our colleagues in the Department of Children and Youth Affairs 
and  other  stakeholders  in  the  sector  to  ensure  that  the  quality  of  education  provision  is 
enhanced.

The Government  has agreed to  the establishment  of a new further  education and training 
agency.  SOLAS is being established to co-ordinate and fund the wide range of training and 
further education programmes around the country,  within the policy parameters set by the 
Department.   The  establishment  of  SOLAS  provides  the  opportunity  to  develop  a  clear 
direction for the further education and training sector for the future and will be underpinned 
by  stronger quality assurance, occupational standards, international benchmarks and course 
content reviews.

The establishment and development of SOLAS and the Education and Training Boards and 
the  recognition  of  training/further  education  within  the  amalgamated  VEC sector  will  be 
managed collaboratively with FÁS and the VECs.  An implementation group chaired by the 
Minister of State will oversee the developments. 

The National Strategy for Higher Education to 2030 is being implemented and the Secretary 
General is chairing the Implementation Oversight Group.  Delivery of the actions identified in 
the Implementation Plan will  improve the governance of the higher education sector with 
national  priorities  for  the  system  being  articulated  by  Government  through  a  Cabinet 
Committee with assigned responsibility for this purpose.  These priorities will then inform the 
strategic dialogue between the institutions and the State through the HEA.  The Department of 
Jobs,  Enterprise  and  Innovation  will  also  report  to  the  Higher  Education  Strategy 
Implementation Oversight Group on progress in relevant areas.

A theme  emerging  from the  consultation  carried  out  for  the  ORP report  was  that  while 
stakeholders acknowledged the various strategies, policies and vision for individual areas of 
education, there was some criticism of the apparent lack of an overarching framework for the 
entire  sector.   We  will  seek  to  address  this  by  developing  a  clearer,  more  coherent, 
overarching view of educational developments, drawing on existing strategies and policies. 
The  development  of  a  strategic  framework  will  provide  an  opportunity  to  build  shared 
understanding of the strategic direction and priorities for education in the coming years.

In  prioritising  the  actions  set  out  below,  we  aim  to  improve  communication  with  our 
stakeholders, strengthen our focus on strategic issues and ensure that policies and activities 
are coordinated and coherent.
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Improving internal and external communication

We acknowledge that we need to regularly evaluate, and where necessary improve, how we 
communicate with stakeholders, including parents and students.  This will enable us to ensure 
that  we listen to and build relationships  with all  our stakeholders and not just those who 
engage with us because of their  particular interests  or proposals at  a particular  time.   It’s 
important however that our stakeholders recognise that the Department has a role in critically 
analysing the views of stakeholders including those delivering education services rather than 
merely accepting a particular point of view.  It is important that stakeholders in responding to 
the Department move beyond the traditional response that seeks to protect and maintain the 
status quo in terms of structures and resources in particular areas or in simply looking for 
more resources.  The Department has a role in ensuring the availability of analysis to inform 
such considerations.
 
We are prioritising a number of projects that will help improve customer service across the 
organisation, including the redevelopment of the Department’s website and procurement of a 
new telephone  system.   We will  encourage  the  use  of  ‘plain  english’  in  all  internal  and 
external communications.

The  ORP report  includes  comments  from stakeholders  on  areas  where  there  is  scope  to 
improve services.  All of these examples, whilst desirable, require both additional financial 
resources and public sector numbers or have significant cash flow implications.  These issues 
will be considered in the context of the Estimates process and the restrictions in place under 
the Employment Control Framework.

We will  prioritise  the redevelopment  of our intranet  to provide more information to staff 
about the roles, responsibilities and contact details for all our business units.  We will increase 
the opportunities for staff to give input to strategic issues and use new forums to explain the 
Department's overall strategic goals and policies on specific issues.  These discussions with 
staff will provide an opportunity for them to give their input and feedback and increase shared 
understanding of policy decisions.

Structures and Governance

We acknowledge the need to strengthen governance arrangements with our agencies to more 
clearly define expectations of agency performance, delegation of decision-making powers and 
evaluation  and  verification  of  performance  on  a  regular  basis.   We  will  develop  better, 
structured, regular communication and engagement with our directly funded agencies.

In addition to improved governance arrangements,  restructuring such as the developments 
underway in the Further Education and Training sector will support improvement in service 
delivery across the education system.

As referred to above, the establishment of SOLAS and the restructuring of the VEC sector, 
which involves the establishment of 16 Education and Training Boards to replace the existing 
33 VECs, will help to improve the governance arrangements for the Further Education and 
Training sector.  The implementation of recommendations in the National Strategy for Higher 
Education to 2030 will help to improve governance in the Higher Education sector.
In addition, the amalgamation of the qualifications bodies (NQAI, HETAC, FETAC) into the 
new  Qualifications  and  Quality  Assurance  Authority  of  Ireland,  will  bring  an  enhanced 
coherence  and  efficiency  to  qualifications  and  quality  assurance  in  further  and  higher 
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education  and training.   The  challenge  now is  to  deepen implementation  of  the  National 
Framework  of  Qualifications,  further  facilitating  progression  for  learners  through  the 
education system, aligning quality assurance practices and pooling resources to deliver a high 
quality service to learners and education providers.  

Evaluation

We also recognise the need to improve evaluation of education services and policies in terms 
of value for money and outputs and outcomes being achieved.  We will build on the work that 
has already been done in this area including school inspections.  

The new form of whole-school evaluation which is being implemented in schools from now 
on places a particular emphasis on asking schools to self-review and self-evaluate.  Robust 
self-evaluation can be a powerful force for change and improvement in schools.  Real self-
evaluation means that the principal,  teachers  and indeed the wider school community ask 
themselves hard questions about how good their work really is, how well their students are 
learning, and how that learning can be improved.

In the further education and training sector, plans are being developed to ensure the work of 
SOLAS and education and training providers in the sector will be underpinned by stronger 
quality  assurance,  occupational  standards,  international  benchmarks  and  course  content 
reviews.

In the Higher Education sector, the performance framework envisaged in the  Strategy for  
Higher Education to  2030 will  rely on robust  data  flows related to  outcomes and agreed 
indicators that are relevant to institutional mission and direction.  A review of data capacity 
within the system is already underway and will provide an important underpinning.

In  prioritising  the  actions  set  out  below,  we aim to  improve  the  evaluation  of  education 
services and programmes and improve access to information about education services and 
policies for our stakeholders, including parents, students and the wider political system.

Human Resource Management and Deployment

The  ORP  report  correctly  identifies  the  Department’s  most  valuable  asset  as  its  staff. 
Feedback  from our  staff,  through  the  ORP Staff  Survey and  workshops  held  as  part  of 
developing this action plan, have highlighted a number of important issues that we are aiming 
to address in the actions outlined below.  These issues include:

o The need for improved collaboration and coordination between business units in the 
Department;

o Matching staff skills to roles;

o Improving  the  opportunities  for  staff  to  be  heard  and  to  receive  information  and 
feedback;

o The need for recognition and respect from colleagues including managers and the wider 
organisation;

o Clarity about roles, delegation of decision making and tackling grade drift; 
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o Consistent implementation of PMDS; 

We want to build on the good management practices that are already in place in some parts of 
the Department in relation to communication with and participation by staff, appropriateness 
of work and delegation.  The need for better delegation and clarity around levels of decision 
making were highlighted at all the ORP workshops.  Staff felt that individual managers set 
standards  for  the  allocation  of  work but  a  manager  in  one business unit  could be setting 
standards  at  different  levels  to  another  manager  in  another  business  unit.   While 
acknowledging that the different nature of business in different units can require different 
processes, in practice inconsistencies can easily arise across the Department’s campuses and 
offices.   In  order  to  address  this,  we  need  to  improve  accountability  throughout  the 
organisation and clarify what decisions a job holder can take and identify the delivery of 
service or other results the job holder’s performance will be measured against.  To support 
this, we will develop our approach to business planning and PMDS to ensure they are more 
effective.  We will seek to provide more clarity about roles and responsibilities.  We will also 
develop guidelines on best practice in a number of areas including business unit meetings and 
delegation.

The ORP review team recognise the scale and impact of decentralisation on the operation of 
the Department in recent years and identifies a number of challenges that are complicated by 
the fact that the majority of the Department’s staff are based in three separate campuses – 
Athlone, Dublin and Tullamore - with a smaller number of staff based in local offices around 
the  country.   In  addition  to  developing  a  mobility  policy,  we  will  enhance  the  existing 
arrangements for the temporary assignment of staff to sections to provide additional people to 
help with special projects, peak periods and holiday leave.  This will not only help us manage 
our work more effectively but will also give staff opportunities to develop new skills and 
experience.

We will focus on the development of policy analysis and project management skills in the 
Department to strengthen and increase our capacity for policy formulation and evaluation and 
improve  our  approach  to  working  collaboratively  and  to  coordinating  activities  across 
multiple business units in different locations.  This includes strengthening our management of 
the portfolio of projects underway in the Department, to maximise synergies and to prioritise 
those projects that provide the greatest benefits to the Department and the wider education 
system.

Internal business processes and structures

Organisational  culture  underpins  our  approach  to  everything  that  happens  across  the 
organisation.   As outlined in the introduction,  we want to nurture a culture of continuous 
improvement and innovation across the organisation.  There has been considerable structural 
change  in  the  Department  in  recent  years  and  having  discussed  the  issue  at  our  ORP 
workshops, we have decided that further major, internal structural change at this point would 
not improve significantly the coordination and collaboration required between sections.

In that context, our immediate priority is to establish a new Business Process Improvement 
Unit  to  deliver  results  driven  change  across  the  Department.   This  unit  will  focus  on 
streamlining business processes – including financial governance, work flows for input-type 
controls,  monitoring and reporting of activities.   Improvements that  can be made in these 
types of processes can free up time and staff resources to deal with less urgent but often more 
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strategic  issues.   These  business  process  improvement  projects  will  also  inform  future 
decisions on the re-organisation of business units and work.

Introducing new and less formal ways of communication across the organisation will also 
help  to  mitigate  corporate  memory loss  as  we provide more  opportunities  for  knowledge 
sharing between different grades and officials with varying levels of experience.

We have good examples of how well managed data and information processing systems can 
support  the delivery of  high quality  services  in  the Department,  these include  the Online 
Claims System, our centralised payroll systems and the GIS used for school accommodation 
planning.

A number of improvements to the IT systems used in the Planning and Building Unit (PBU) 
are  being progressed.   This  includes  the introduction  of a  Financial  Management  System 
(FMS)  Budgeting  Tool  and  Mokum  Financial  Analyser  which  allows  for  integration  of 
building  programme  data  with  FMS  data  relating  to  capital  payouts  and  enables  the 
production  of  quality  reports.   The  recent  implementation  of  a  Grant  Interface  System 
introduced recently enables the speedy payment of block grants to schools while updating 
details of payments to schools’ records held on the FMS system.  The PBU now has a reliable 
system that records individual project details, allows the reporting on projects under a range 
of headings such as nature; scale; range of works; details  of fees and miscellaneous costs 
associated with projects.  These developments also allow for the generation of reports on 
overall programme and project performances.

We need to build on these successes and provide a greater level of consistency and clarity in 
relation to data management  in the Department.   We are prioritising the establishment  of 
effective data governance structures in order to provide a framework for effective ownership 
and management of all of the data held in the Department and the systems in which this data 
resides.  An enhanced data governance framework will also support effective ownership and 
management of ICT projects.

We will also work to bring greater consistency and coherence to work that is common to 
many business units including the development and use of circulars to 
communicate with teachers, schools and other education providers.
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Strategic Direction and Leadership

Action Output Outcome Lead Timescale / 
Milestones

1. We will begin the process of 
developing a strategic 
framework for the Education 
sector which will encompass 
work already underway in 
early childhood care and 
education settings, schools, 
further education and training 
and higher education.

o Strategic Framework developed. o The framework will help to 
improve coherence and 
coordination for future policy 
making across the Education 
sector.

o Improved shared understanding 
among both staff and external 
stakeholders.

Assistant Secretary 
with responsibility 
for Central Policy 
Unit.

Q4 2012

2. A review of major initiatives 
and priority issues will be a 
regular item on the 
Management Advisory 
Committee (MAC) agenda to 
maintain focus on strategic 
matters.

o We will use dashboard reports to 
allow senior management to 
quickly observe and assess the 
status of major initiatives and 
priority issues on a regular basis.

o Monitoring and control of 
policy implementation is 
strengthened.

Secretary General Ongoing

3. We will enhance our 
approach to business 
planning.

o It will now be a requirement that 
in all cases annual business plans 
are finalised before the start of the 
year to which they relate.

o Completion of business plans 
within required timeframe will 
support the implementation of 
PMDS and reinforce the focus 
on delivery of services and 
priority issues. 

Assistant Secretary 
with responsibility 
for Corporate 
Services

Ongoing
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3. continued o Annual actions/tasks will be 
clearly linked to a policy objective 
as identified in the Department’s 
Statement of Strategy and / or 
identifiable cost savings.

o Enhancing our approach to 
business planning will make the 
process more meaningful for 
staff and encourage staff to take 
ownership for the delivery of 
actions included in the business 
plan and / or PMDS role profile 
forms.

o Annual business planning 
process will be clearly linked to 
the delivery of longer term 
objectives.

4. The Department will organise 
two consultation sessions in 
each main campus each year 
attended by MAC members. 
The sessions will be open to 
all staff and will provide an 
open forum for discussion on 
strategic issues facing the 
Department.

o Open questions and answers 
session on strategic issues.

o Feedback from staff can inform 
the development of policies on 
strategic issues.

o Improved shared understanding 
across the organisation.

o Improved internal 
communication.

Assistant Secretary 
with responsibility 
for Corporate 
Services

2 sessions organised 
during 2012 and 
ongoing
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Improving internal and external communication

Action Output Outcome Lead Timescale / 
Milestones

5. We will redevelop the 
Department’s website.

o The Department’s website will be 
redeveloped to provide customer 
friendly access to information 
about education.

o Phase 1 of the website 
redevelopment will provide for a 
map-based ‘Find a School’ 
facility along with some 
downloadable forms.   Further 
online services including smart 
forms will be developed for 
subsequent releases of the 
website.

o Metadata and keywords will be 
assigned to each circular and 
inspection report to be published 
on the website. Searches for 
circulars will be greatly improved 
by an enhanced search 
functionality. 

 
o Information about the role of the 

Department, the services we 
provide and contact information 
will be published and kept up-to-
date by business units.

o Improved access to information 
for our external customers, 
including the political system.

o Reduction in the number of 
telephone queries dealt with by 
the Department.

o Feedback from customers 
informs improvements to 
service delivery and policy 
development.

o Access to Department circulars 
for external customers will be 
greatly enhanced.

Assistant Secretary 
with responsibility 
for Corporate 
Services

Mid 2012 for Phase 
1 and ongoing 
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5. continued o Feedback forms and survey 
functionality will be available on 
the website.  

o A conference facility will be 
provided, with on-line 
registration and submission of 
papers

6. We will review and enhance 
our approach to 
communications and develop 
a communications plan.

o The communications plan will 
help us to determine what 
messages should be conveyed to 
which stakeholders, how, and 
when. 

o We will include measures to 
allow us to evaluate the success 
of our communications.

o The communications plan will 
provide us with a framework for 
future consultation processes.

o Improved communication with 
our external stakeholders and 
improved shared 
understanding.

o Improved understanding of 
stakeholder needs will allow us 
to tailor information to meet 
their needs.  

o Raise awareness of stakeholder 
requirements across all 
business units in the 
Department.   

o Clarify how different 
stakeholder groups want to be 
consulted.

o Stakeholders will be better 
informed about our approach to 
consultation, the methods used 
and the opportunities to be 
involved.

o Greater use of e-
communication channels.  

Head of Press Office Q3 2012
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7. The Department’s Press 
Office will take on a broader 
communications role and will 
proactively coordinate the 
communication of the work 
of the Department, both 
internally and externally 
including major 
announcements to staff, 
external stakeholders and the 
public.  

o Coordinated internal and external 
announcements and articles on 
the work of the Department.

o Responses to inaccurate media 
coverage will issue to relevant 
media organisations.

o We will exploit the use of new 
channels of communication 
including social media.

o Improved internal and external 
communication and shared 
understanding. 

o Improved communication of 
policy objectives and positive 
developments to external 
stakeholders and the public.

Head of Press Office Ongoing

8. We will develop the 
Department’s Intranet to 
provide more information 
about the roles, 
responsibilities and contact 
details for all business units 
and staff in the Department.

o A web page will be set up for 
each business unit in the 
Department and will include 
contact details and information 
about the role of the unit and the 
services it delivers.

o In 2012, upgrade of the Intranet 
software architecture to 
Sharepoint 2010 will be 
prioritised in order to provide 
enhanced functionality and new 
features.

o Improved internal 
communication and better 
access to information about the 
work of the Department for 
staff dealing with the public.

o Each business unit will take 
ownership of their information 
and ensure that it is kept up-to-
date.

PO, Corporate 
Services
PO, IT Unit

Upgrade of Intranet 
completed Q2 2012

Commence updating 
information Q2 2012 
and ongoing

9. During 2012, we will 
prioritise the rollout of a new 
telephone system for the 
Department including a new 
phone directory application.

o Rollout of new VOIP telephone 
system with additional with new 
functionality to direct callers for 
particular services.

o Improved customer service and 
telephone call management by 
business units. 

PO, Corporate 
Services
PO, IT Unit 

Q2 2012
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10. We will develop a telephone 
and voicemail policy for use 
by all Department staff.

o A policy document will be 
developed and implemented 
across the Department.

o Improved customer service. PO, Corporate 
Services

Mid 2012

11. We will provide guidance 
and examples of best practice 
in relation to team and staff 
meetings, delegation and 
coaching. 

o Guidance and best practice will 
be made available to all staff and 
implementation will be supported 
by senior management across the 
Department.

o Regular staff meetings will be 
held in all business units.

o Improved working environment 
for staff and shared 
understanding of priorities.

o Guidelines will help to 
establish a consistent standard 
across the Department.  

PO, Staff Training Mid 2012

12. In consultation with staff, we 
will host at least three 
briefing sessions during 
2012, in each of the main 
campuses open to all staff.

o Information sessions with the 
opportunity for staff to ask 
questions and provide feedback.

o Improved internal and external 
communication and shared 
understanding.

PO, Staff Training 3 sessions organised 
in 2012 and ongoing

13. We will introduce a Staff 
Ideas and Proposals Scheme.

o Workable ideas will be 
implemented to improve 
efficiency, productivity, service 
delivery and achieve cost savings 
within the Department, across the 
Education sector and with other 
government departments.

o Improved morale and working 
environment.

o Improved collaboration and 
sharing of ideas.

Assistant Secretary 
with responsibility 
for Corporate 
Services

End 2012 and 
ongoing
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Structures and Governance

Action Output Outcome Lead Timescale / 
Milestones

14. The role of the MAC will be 
more clearly defined and 
explained for all staff, 
including guidance on what 
issues are to be dealt with by 
MAC and the format for 
submissions to MAC.

o Information on the role and 
functions of the MAC will be 
communicated to staff.

o Business Units will be required to 
indicate the consultation on and 
impacts of any proposals with 
impacts outside an individual 
business unit submitted to MAC 
or line management.

o MAC business will be reviewed 
to consider whether there are 
regular items that do not require 
MAC consideration or items that 
need only be considered by 
relevant Assistant Secretary 
General and as appropriate by the 
Secretary General rather than full 
MAC or that could be delegated 
to a cross Departmental group of 
officials at PO or other levels.

o Improved delegation of 
decision making to business 
units.  

o Clarity on what issues need to 
be submitted to MAC.

o Ensure that policies and 
activities are coherent and 
coordinated across the 
Department.

o Define clear evaluation criteria 
which will be used to assess all 
submissions to MAC. 

Secretary General Mid 2012

15. We will develop the 
governance arrangements 
between the Department and 
its agencies.

o Guidelines will be developed to 
standardise the approach to 
governance across the 
Department’s business units and

o Improved communication and 
coordination between the 
Department and agencies.

o Better shared understanding

PO Corporate 
Services and relevant 
line sections

Q2 2012 and 
ongoing
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      agencies including the formal 
      review and measurement of 
      performance of agencies on a
      regular basis.
o Templates for memorandums of 

understandings and / or Service 
Level Agreements will be 
developed.

o Structured engagement with 
agencies at senior level.

      around the role of the 
      Department vis-à-vis its
      agencies.
o Agreed targets and indicators 

for performance measurement 
and improved performance 
measurement.

o Improved delegation of 
responsibility to agencies within 
the policy parameters set by the 
Department.

PO Corporate 
Services and relevant 
line sections

Q2 2012 and 
ongoing

16. We will progress work on 
establishing the new further 
education and training 
authority, SOLAS, which will 
co-ordinate and fund the wide 
range of training and further 
education programmes 
around the country.

o As a first step, SOLAS will take 
responsibility for all those FÁS 
staff and premises not being 
transferred to the Department of 
Social Protection as part of the 
restructuring already underway. 

o Over time, FÁS Training Centre 
premises and most FÁS regional 
staff will be transferred to the 
VECs, so that VECs will 
ultimately be responsible for the 
delivery to the public in an 
integrated way of both further 
education and training services.  
This will strengthen the role of the 
reformed VECs in their local 
communities.  

o The role of SOLAS and further 
education and training providers

     will be underpinned by stronger

o Increased emphasis on 
developing generic, transferable 
skills which meet the needs of 
individuals and the labour 
market.

o Improved responsiveness to 
long-term unemployed and 
effective referral arrangements 
from the (NEES).

o Improved coherence in further 
education and training 
provision.  

o Improved governance 
arrangements for the further 
education and training sector.

o Improved data collection and 
data collection methods to 
enhance policy development 
and programme evaluation.

Assistant Secretary 
with responsibility 
for Further 
Education and 
Training

SOLAS legislation 
enacted Q4 2012.

Transfer funding for 
Further Education to 
SOLAS Q1 2013 
resulting in SOLAS 
having full 
responsibility for 
funding FET sector 
Q1 2013.
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     quality assurance, occupational
     standards, international
     benchmarks and course content
     reviews. 
o A priority in the restructuring 

work will be to ensure delivery of 
the Government’s activation 
strategy and a focus on an 
appropriate and responsive 
education and training provision 
for those referred by the National 
Employment and Entitlement 
Service (NEES).

17. We will progress the 
enactment of the Education 
and Training Boards Bill and 
establishment of the 
Education and Training 
Boards.

o Enactment of the legislation will 
provide for the legal 
establishment of the new 
Education and Training Boards, 
sets out the functions of the 
boards and facilitates further 
enhancement of the role of the 
sector into the future including its 
proposed role in relation to 
SOLAS.

o Improved governance and 
service delivery arrangements 
for the further education and 
training sector.

Assistant Secretary 
with responsibility 
for Schools Division

Introduction of ETB 
Bill to the 
Oireachtas Q 1 2012

Enactment of  ETB 
legislation July 2012

Formal 
establishment of 16 
ETBs / replacement 
of 33 VECs Q3 and 
Q4 2012.
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18. We will oversee 
implementation of the actions 
identified in the National 
Strategy for Higher Education 
to 2030 Implementation Plan.

o A range of actions are being 
taken to implement the National 
Strategy for Higher Education 
which will include:

o Development of a framework for 
strategic dialogue for the State, 
the higher education sector and 
related agencies.

o Adequate data collection to 
measure institutional and system 
performance.

o National student survey and 
employer’s survey.

o Clearly defined systems for 
governance and accountability 
across the Higher Education 
Sector including key performance 
indicators for Higher Education 
Institutions and the HEA.

o Improved accountability and 
governance in the Higher 
Education Sector.

Assistant Secretary 
with responsibility 
for Higher Education

Completion of 
national student and 
employer surveys 
(pilot Q3 2012)

National academy 
for enhancing 
teaching and 
learning Q4 2012

Strategic dialogue 
process development 
from Q1 2012

Legislation 
timeframe and 
priorities agreed Q1 
2012

Strategy for transfer 
of DES funded 
institutions to HEA 
Q2 2012

Review of funding 
allocation models 
Q2 2012
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19. Progress the amalgamation of 
the three existing 
accreditation authorities; 
National Qualifications 
Authority, FETAC and 
HETAC.

o Enactment of the Qualifications 
and Quality Assurance Bill.

o Preparations underway on an 
administrative basis and 
establishment of the new body 
will be progressed as quickly as 
possible following enactment of 
the legislation.  

o Amalgamation of the bodies 
will bring an enhanced 
coherence and efficiency to 
qualifications and quality 
assurance in further and higher 
education and training.

o Further facilitate progression 
for learners through the 
education system.

o Deliver quality service to 
education and training 
providers.

Director 
Qualifications and 
Curriculum

Enactment of 
legislation Q4 2012.

Formal 
establishment of the 
new agency Q2 
2012.

20. We will progress the 
consolidation of circular 
letters issued by the 
Department.

o Taxonomy, metadata and 
keywords will be applied to 
over 1,150 circulars that have 
been published on the 
Department’s website.  This 
will include data on linkages to 
other circulars (e.g. numbers of 
succeeding circulars that update 
/ replace the circular in 
question) and whether the 
circular is current or archived.

o Improved governance 
arrangements across the 
education system.

 

Website Unit Q1 2012 and 
ongoing
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Evaluation

Action Output Outcome Lead Timescale / 
Milestones

21. We will encourage boards of 
management and school 
communities to engage in 
robust self-review and 
ongoing improvement of 
teaching and learning in their 
schools and centres for 
education by providing 
relevant support materials.

o Materials to support school 
evaluation are developed.

o Improved information for 
parents and school 
communities.

Chief Inspector Develop and pilot 
materials to support 
school self-
evaluation Q4, 2011-
Q2, 2012

Provide support to 
schools to 
implement school 
self-evaluation, Q3, 
2012 to Q2, 2014 
and in following 
years

22. As part of the Whole School 
Evaluation process, we will 
publish a summary of the 
responses to student and 
parent surveys.

o Information published as part of 
the Whole School Evaluation 
report.

o Improved information for 
parents and school 
communities.

o Feedback from parents and 
students informs future policy 
development.

Chief Inspector Q1 2012 and 
ongoing

23. A summary of the key issues 
arising from school inspection 
reports will be circulated to 
Assistant Secretaries, 
Director, relevant Principal 
Officers and the CEOs of 
relevant agencies every 
quarter.

o Reports circulated on a regular 
basis.

o Feedback from school 
inspection reports will inform 
policy development.

Chief Inspector End Q1 2012 and 
ongoing
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24. We will oversee Ireland’s 
participation in the following 
international benchmarking 
studies: 
oProgramme for the 
       International 

Assessment of Adult 
Competencies PIAAC).

oTrends in International 
Mathematics and 
Science Study TIMSS).

oProgress in International 
Reading Literacy 
study (PIRLS).
oProgramme for 

International Student 
Assessment (PISA).

o The Department will continue to 
fund and coordinate participation 
in these evaluation programmes 
with work on PIAAC, TIMSS 
and PIRLS underway during 
2011.

o The results of PIAAC, TIMSS, 
PIRLS and PISA will provide 
valuable information to the 
Department and other 
stakeholders on the knowledge 
and skills of both students and 
the workforce.   

o It will also provide us with a 
benchmark of how effectively 
our education and training 
systems are meeting emerging 
skills needs.

Assistant Secretary 
with responsibility 
for Statistics and 
Chief Inspector

Ongoing

25. We will pilot the introduction 
of post occupancy evaluations 
of school building projects.

o Post occupancy evaluations will 
commence in 2012.

o Data collated and shared with 
relevant sections in the 
Department.

o Feedback from teachers, 
parents and students informs 
design of future school building 
projects and delivery of school 
building projects.

Assistant Secretary 
with responsibility 
for the Planning and 
Building Unit

Q3 2012 and 
ongoing
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Human Resource Management and Deployment

Action Output Outcome Lead Timescale / 
Milestones

26. We will develop and 
implement a staff mobility 
policy.

o New mobility policy in place. o Address as far as possible the 
lack of mobility arising from 
having staff in multiple 
locations.

o Help staff to develop new 
skills.

o Mitigate against the loss of 
corporate memory.

PO Personnel Develop mobility 
policy Q2 2012.

Rollout Q4 2012.

27. We will carry out a skills 
audit during 2012.

o Results of the skills audit will 
underpin the delivery of training 
and assist in staff deployment and 
matching skills to posts.

o Improved matching of staff to 
posts.

o Improved understanding of 
training needs of Department 
staff.

PO Personnel Q4 2012

28. We will enhance the 
induction pack for new staff 
and provide guidance to 
sections on how to induct new 
staff.

o A new welcome pack will be 
issued to all new staff in the 
Department and will include key 
information required by all new 
recruits including an organisation 
chart and relevant policy 
documents.

o Guidelines for line managers on 
induction for new staff members.

o Improved induction 
arrangements for new staff.

PO Personnel Q3 2012

29. We will develop a protocol 
for communicating staff 
assignments to sections.

o A protocol will be implemented 
that ensures that corporate 
services (IT, Phone, Switch, 
Accommodation, etc) are 
provided to staff efficiently.

o Improved provision of internal 
services for staff.

o Improved internal 
communication.

PO Personnel Q1 2012
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o Personnel will publish a listing of 
all staff changes on the 
Department’s intranet on a 
monthly basis.

30. We will enhance the 
arrangements for the sharing 
of staff to deal with 
backlogs / peak periods / 
holiday cover / special 
projects.

o Improved arrangements for the 
assignment of staff to priority 
work.

o Improved staff mobility.
o Better use of staff resources.
o More satisfying work 

environment.
o Facilitate skills development.

PO Personnel Q1 2012

31. We will enhance our 
approach to PMDS.

o For 2012, completion of role 
profile forms will be more clearly 
linked to the business planning 
process.

o Annual reviews will have to be 
completed before year end.

o New guidelines being developed 
by the D/PER on tackling 
underperformance will be 
implemented when available.

o We will adopt the online process 
for PMDS when rollout 
commences lead by the 
Department of Public 
Expenditure and Reform.

o Improved management of 
underperformance.

o Improved focus on setting 
targets and identifying the skills 
required for the role.

o Improved focus on a staff 
members contribution to the 
work of the business unit and 
Department.

Assistant Secretary 
with responsibility 
for Corporate 
Services

Q4 2011 and 
ongoing

32. We will prioritise the 
development of analysis, 
evaluation and project 
management skills for 
personnel across the 
Department.

o A cohort of highly skilled 
personnel is available to the 
Department. 

o Improved analysis and 
evaluation skills are developed 
to support policy development 
and evaluation in the 
Department.

o Improved project management 
capacity in the Department.

Assistant Secretary 
with responsibility 
for Corporate 
Services

Q1 2012 and 
ongoing
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Internal business processes and structures

Action Output Outcome Lead Timescale / 
Milestones

33. We will establish effective 
Data Governance structures.

o Structures and procedures in 
place to deal with issues relating 
to ownership of data, access to 
data, quality of data and to 
identify and manage issues 
associated with data held by the 
Department.

o Develop project management 
expertise across the Department.

o Structured engagement with the 
Data Protection Commissioner on 
data protection issues.

o Implementation of the 
Department’s Data Strategy.

o Increase our capacity to 
manage projects and processes 
that use data held in the 
Department.

o Increase knowledge of the data 
held by the Department.

o Increase knowledge about the 
Department’s systems.

o Improve collaboration and co-
ordination across the 
Department.

o Help to provide consistency in 
how we collect and manage our 
data.

o Increase confidence in the data 
we have.

Assistant Secretary 
with responsibility 
for Corporate 
Services and 
Assistant Secretary 
with responsibility 
for Statistics

Options paper 
prepared and revised 
structures agreed by 
end Q2 2012.

Phased introduction 
of new arrangements 
starting in Q3 2012.

34. We will implement the 
Department’s ICT Strategy 
2011 – 2013 including further 
development of the ESINET 
Portal.

Relevant outputs include:
o In order to address our current 

internal ICT skills deficit and 
reduce our dependence on 
external contractors, we will 
explore the possibility of 
recruiting directly under the 
Public Service Agreement 
2010-2014, graduates with 
relevant ICT experience.

o A reporting tool ‘Business 
Intelligence’ will be implemented

o Internal staff with the 
appropriate skills for a modern 
application development 
environment.

o Improved customer service.
o Improved availability of data to 

support better informed 
decision making.

o Streamlining of internal 
processes.

o Streamlining of internal ICT 
infrastructure.

Assistant Secretary 
with responsibility 
for Corporate 
Services

Rolling programme 
to Q4 2013.
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     across existing applications and 
     will be a standard feature on all 
     new developments to enable 
     users to do their own reporting 
     and provide ‘dashboard’ views of
     management information.
o Work will continue on 

developing an ICT system for 
Pension calculations.

o Amalgamation of DES and NEPS 
networks along with the 
streamlining of the technical 
infrastructure.

o Commence work on developing a 
new learner database with the 
first phase involving the 
replacement of the existing 
software used to capture pupil 
data from post primary schools.  

35. Continue to enhance the ICT 
systems and processes in the 
Planning and Building Unit

o Rollout of Expenditure Planner.
o Enhance Inventory of schools 

application as required.
o Continue to introduce new 

delivery mechanisms to deliver 
school building projects.

o We will trial on line applications 
for some devolved grants.

o Improved service delivery in 
the Planning and Building Unit.

Assistant Secretary 
with responsibility 
for the Planning and 
Building Unit 
Assistant Secretary 
with responsibility 
for the IT Unit

Expenditure Planner 
fully rolled out Q1 
2012. 

New delivery 
mechanisms to 
deliver school 
building projects 
-ongoing.

On-line application 
will be trialled 
during 2012.
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36. We will establish a Business 
Process Improvement Unit to 
provide a structure for the 
delivery of results driven 
change across the 
Department.

o Establish a Business Process 
Improvement Unit in 2012.

o Upskill team assigned to work in 
the Unit and agree work 
programme for 2012. 

o Will help deliver measurable 
performance improvement 
goals.

o Provides a structure to deliver 
results driven change (e.g. 
improvements in processing 
times, staff savings, etc)

o People seconded to projects 
will develop skills that can be 
used to make improvements in 
many settings.

o The structured, disciplined 
approach will encourage self 
renewing behaviour in the 
business units involved.

o Can be used to improve 
collaborative working between 
sections by taking on projects 
involving cross-functional 
teams.

Assistant Secretary 
with responsibility 
for Corporate 
Services 

Unit established Q1 
2012.

Priorities and work 
programme for 2012 
agreed end 2012.

Training of new staff 
Q2 2012.

Work programme 
progressed during 
2012 and ongoing.

37. We will develop new 
guidelines and procedures for 
the development of circulars 
which will include the 
requirement for FAQs to be 
developed and published at 
the same time as the circular. 
We will also standardise the 
approach taken to 
consultation on the 
development of new circulars.

o Improved, standardised approach 
to the development of new 
circulars by all business units in 
the Department.

o FAQs will be available for 
circulars where appropriate.

o Improved consultation with our 
stakeholders on the content of 
circulars.

o Understanding of complex 
issues in circulars can be 
improved through the use of 
FAQs. 

Assistant Secretary 
with responsibility 
for Corporate 
Services 

Q3 2012
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38. We will establish a new 
Customer Service Working 
Group to coordinate and 
monitor customer service 
issues across the Department. 
The Group will provide 
biannual reports to MAC.

o Review the Department’s 
customer complaints procedures.

o Discuss and agree standards for 
publication of information to the 
Department’s new website.

o MAC will monitor 
implementation of customer 
service initiatives and issues dealt 
with by the Customer Service 
Working Group.

o Improved monitoring of 
customer service across the 
Department.

o Streamlined customer 
complaints procedures.

Assistant Secretary 
with responsibility 
for Corporate 
Services 

Q1 2012 and 
ongoing
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Action Plan from the Department of the Environment, Community and Local Government

Introduction
The  Department  will  use  the  Organisational  Review  Programme (ORP)  process  to 
improve our capacity to deliver our part of the national effort at recovery and reform.  We 
recognise the need to increase our capacity to deliver more effectively and efficiently in 
the context of more constrained resources.  There will be fewer staff, working in different 
ways,  delivering  our  mandate.   Therefore,  our  response  to  the  ORP Report  will  be 
integrated into the way we do our work rather than becoming an additional layer of work 
to be managed.

Implementation of the Action Plan will also be integrated with the ongoing programme 
for  Public  Service  Reform  that  is  being  developed  in  response  the  Government 
commitment in this area, and will be compatible with evolving public sector norms, such 
as the Public Service Agreement 2010-2014.

Approach to developing the Action Plan
The  ORP  Report  has  identified  significant  strengths  in  areas  that  are  fundamentally 
important for the work that we do.  There are areas of weakness that need to be improved, 
and the Action Plan is structured around the most significant challenges identified in the 
Report.  These are:

1. Prioritisation and Resource Allocation

2. Implementation  of  Strategy,  Performance  Measurement  and  Governance  of 
Partners Bodies

3. Developing a more integrated organisation with stronger shared understanding

4. Human Resources

5. Improving our ICT capacity and infrastructure

Many of the challenges are multi-faceted and interconnected and to address these we 
have taken an outcome-orientated approach in the Plan.  This also facilitates a longer-
term  commitment  to  change  and  improvement  on  an  incremental  basis.   Specific 
timeframes and targets have been developed, which will help demonstrate progress in 
implementation. 

The Action Plan also builds on activities and commitments already underway, such as the 
development of the new ICT Strategy and the revision of the HR Strategy.  

The  Plan  has  been  developed  following  significant  consultation  with  staff  who have 
played an important part in identifying the Actions in this Plan.  Ongoing consultation 
through Partnership will help maintain this constructive approach to managing change 
and improving our performance.  Successful implementation also demands high quality 
leadership, most importantly by senior management, but also by all management levels in 
the Department.  
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Staff Morale
It  is  clear  that  many  of  the  challenges  impact  on  staff  morale,  and  that  there  are 
divergences in levels of morale across grades and locations.   Indeed, low morale is a 
challenge in itself.  The ORP Report has identified the direct cause in some cases, and the 
Department acknowledges that there are further reasons for this divergence, some internal 
to the Department, but some common to the wider civil and public service.  Actions have 
been developed to address those morale issues that are amenable to management by the 
Department,  particularly  under  the  headings  Prioritisation  and  Resource  Allocation,  
Developing  a  more  integrated  organisation  with  stronger  shared  understanding  and 
Human  Resources.   Work  by  the  Partnership  Committee  and  the  Senior  Managers’ 
Network on staff morale has also been drawn on.
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1. Prioritisation and Resource Allocation

The Department  is  responsible  for  a  broad  business  agenda  in  a  complex  environment.   We must  balance  the  requirements  of  an  ambitious 
programme for  Government,  the democratic  process,  contributing to  economic  recovery,  compliance  obligations  with both a  national  and  EU 
dimension and more constrained resources.  The EU dimension takes on a particular importance in the run-up to the EU Presidency in 2013, and the 
demands of this period will affect delivery of many Actions.  The most significant ongoing challenge will be to ensure that we, with the local 
authority system and the agencies through which we implement many of our policies, maximise our contribution to economic recovery.  

The Department is committed to applying a more rigorous approach to priority setting, and deprioritisation where appropriate, and resources will be 
allocated on the basis of key priorities.
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Desired Outcome Ref Action Implementation/ 
Completion Date

Output/ Indicators
/ measures of success

Priorities are clear and 
business planning, 
PMDS and reporting 
cycles are aligned with 
these priorities

1 Drawing  on  the  pilot  exercise  for 
business  planning  in  2010,  an 
annual Departmental Business Plan 
(DBP)  will  set  out  clear  priorities 
for delivery

No later than end- 
December for the 
next year

The DBP is an active document that balances 
long-term and short-term priorities and is 
adjusted on an ongoing basis.  It informs 
decision-making and priority /work-planning at 
MinMAC, Department, Division, and Section 
levels, and for staff

2 The DBP will be reviewed half-
yearly, taking account of emerging 
priorities, Ministerial direction and 
external factors, and will inform 
staffing allocation and opportunities 
for multi-disciplinary team working 
and cross-stream reporting

End June annually Staffing decisions are taken systematically in 
accordance with the HR Strategy, informed by 
identified priorities and other business needs, 
and peaks and troughs in workloads are actively 
managed

Innovative approaches to delivering business 
requirements are explored, including more use 
of cross-divisional working groups and project 
teams

3 Workshops on the DBP undertaken 
by MAC members in each office 
location, with assistance of other 
Senior Managers

Annually Jan-Feb Clarity for all staff on key Departmental 
priorities for the year, and their role in delivery 
of these
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Summary of Actions
The Departmental Business Plan (DBP) is to be prepared annually, and reviewed every 6 months, identifying key priorities.  This is to be used as the 
starting point for Sections’ Business Plans, and other work is to be included in one additional page.  This in turn is to be the basis for Role Profiles.  MAC 
members will lead workshops at the start of each year in each main location explaining the DBP and its priorities.

The DBP priorities are to be the basis for MAC and Personnel allocating staff, having regard to the Department’s HR Strategy.  It is also to be the basis for 
identifying multi-disciplinary team working and cross-stream reporting.

Once the implications of the Comprehensive Expenditure Review are understood, each MAC member is to identify business processes that can be adjusted 
and/or standardised to release resources, and to identify any areas of work for de-prioritisation or which the Department should exit from or put on a “care 
and maintenance” basis.
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Desired Outcome Ref Action Implementation/ 
Completion Date

Output/ Indicators
/ measures of success

4 Sections to include relevant 
elements of the DBP in their 
Section Business Plan, and in one 
further page, identify other work 
elements.  Role Profiles to be 
developed from these Section Plans

Within 3 weeks of 
finalisation of DBP

5 (i) An assessment of business 
processes and tasks to ensure 
maximum resource efficiency in 
their delivery, with a view to 
standardising them where possible.

(ii) Identification of work areas for 
de-prioritisation

(i) Assessment 
complete Q1 2012 

(ii) Issues for de-
prioritisation 
identified within 6 
weeks of finalisation 
of Comprehensive 
Expenditure Review

(i) Action List of more efficient means for 
delivery completed and updated, and 
implementation ongoing

Priority work delivered to the highest quality, 
efficiently and effectively

(ii) Work areas for de-prioritisation , identified, 
agreed by MAC, and, as appropriate wound 
down or put on a “care and maintenance” basis.

6 More regular structured discussions 
between MAC and Business Units 
on key business developments

Section meetings to 
have MAC 
representation twice 
per year

More fully informed policy development; 
increased understanding of respective 
needs/priorities
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Implementation of Strategy, Performance Measurement and Governance of Partner Bodies 

Implementation
The policy cycle requires an approach which includes development, successful implementation and ongoing evaluation.  We rely on local authorities, 
agencies under our aegis, community bodies and other partner bodies to implement much of our strategies and programmes.  To complement our policy 
development role, the Department will have early engagement with these partner bodies on policy formulation and review.  There will be an emphasis on 
simplicity and efficiency of implementation, and identifying resource issues and solutions.

The Department has had some success in addressing legacy issues in the transposition of EU law, but further work is needed to enhance skills development 
in this regard and to develop a template for best practice for future implementation, and to prepare for negotiations for new EU law. 

Performance measurement/evaluation of effectiveness of implementation
There is a need to move beyond output measurement towards outcome measurement (e.g. from what we spend to what we get from that spend).  Improved 
performance information, will better inform the policy making and review processes.  We need to strengthen our capacity to measure performance, and will 
take a more holistic view of local authority and agency performance.  This will be assisted by the Actions under Improving ICT capacity and infrastructure 
which deliver real-time data from these.

Governance
Arrangements for the governance of the bodies under our aegis will be improved.  Agency rationalisation plans will reduce the number of Agencies under 
the  Department’s  aegis.  Our  oversight  role  will  be  formalised  and  standardised,  using  systems  that  complement  the  expertise  and  accountability 
mechanisms in place within our agencies.
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Desired Outcome Ref Action Implementation/ 
Completion Date

Output/ Indicators
/ measures of success

EU Directives – resolve 
remaining legacy issues 
and learn for the future

7 Establish and staff a Unit for an 
intensive programme to resolve 
remaining transposition and 
implementation issues, identify key 
learning points, including for future 
EU negotiations, and key 
weaknesses

From September 
2011; completion in 
advance of the 2013 
EU Presidency

Report on best practice, learning points

Ongoing engagement with stakeholders at early 
stages to prevent future infringements

Reduced number of infringements; identify and 
adhere to deadlines for closures of cases (e.g. 
within 4 months of initiation, ECJ judgment)

The Department 
• better understands 

the implementation 
systems in the local 
government, local 
development and 
community contexts;

8 Better use of existing consultative 
processes e.g. County and City 
Managers’ Association (CCMA) 
and its sub-committees; Irish Local 
Development Network (ILDN); and 
Community and Voluntary Sector

Q1 2012and ongoing Survey of LAs and relevant  local development /
community groups to show Department has 
improved performance
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Desired Outcome Ref Action Implementation/ 
Completion Date

Output/ Indicators
/ measures of success

• engages with 
implementation 
agencies earlier, 
including in relation 
to EU negotiations, 
so as to better inform 
policy development; 

• is satisfied these have 
the means to 
integrate delivery of 
national policy 
priorities at the local 
level; and 

ensures performance 
measurement and 
accountability 
mechanisms are in place

9 Develop Best Practice Guidelines  
on Policy Development and 
Consultation, with Local 
Authorities and agencies under the 
Department’s remit, especially in 
relation to implementation 
implications.

Q2 2012 Assessment of implementation implications 
incorporated into consultation processes for all 
policies to be implemented by LAs, agencies or 
community bodies

10 Performance frameworks for the 
LA system, and where appropriate 
the local development and 
community sector, developed in 
light of the Best Practice  
Guidelines on Policy Development  
and Consultation

Performance 
Frameworks models 
available 6 months 
after completion of 
the Guidelines

Better delivery of national policies at local 
level, and evaluation and performance 
assessment systems in place

11 More systematic dialogue between 
MAC and other management levels 
in the development of policy and 
strategy

Q3 2011 and ongoing All significant policy initiatives reviewed by 
MAC and relevant Section

12 Scope transformation of MIF into a 
Management Information System 
(MIS)

From Q1 2012 Report and MAC decision within 6 months 

13 Department’s Key Performance 
Indicators adapted to measure 
societal outcomes

In line with 
Performance 
Budgeting process 
and for 2012 
Departmental  
Business Plan

KPIs outcome- rather than output-oriented, and 
linked to delivery by outside bodies where 
relevant

Formal framework for the 
governance of partner 
bodies in place

14 Responsibility for monitoring and 
oversight of agencies’ governance 
and performance reviewed, and best 
practice in management and 
governance of agencies identified

Q4 2011 Effective performance measurement; 
clarity on roles and responsibilities; improved 
oversight
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Summary of Actions
EU Transposition
A dedicated Unit to resolve remaining EU transposition issues is being established, to complete its work in advance of the EU Presidency.

Policy Implementation by Local Authorities, Agencies, Community Bodies
Best Practice Guidelines on Policy Development and Implementation will be developed.  These will, inter alia, provide for more systematic use of existing 
consultative structures, earlier in the policy development processes.  The Guidelines will provide a platform to develop Performance Frameworks for LAs, 
and where appropriate, for the community and voluntary sectors also (Performance Frameworks provide a structure for setting annual and multi-annual 
targets, developing output and outcome indicators, and measuring delivery).

MAC and Business Units will have a more structured approach to discussing key policy initiatives (e.g. presentations to MAC by those developing the 
policy).

The potential to move from our current Management Information Framework (MIF) to a Management Information System (MIS) will be examined.  A 
MIF is focused on purely accounting information; a MIS extends this to information on outputs and outcomes.

As part of the move to measure the outcomes of policy intervention, rather than the outputs (which may or may not have the desired outcome), our Key 
Performance Indicators will be adapted to measure outcomes for society, including qualitative outcomes, and will measure how implementing agencies 
deliver.

Agency Governance
Responsibility for oversight of governance in our agencies will be centralised,  best practice identified and applied, and Service Level  Agreements or 
Memoranda of Understanding, whichever is appropriate, put in place.  A Service Level Agreement is a negotiated agreement with a common understanding 
about the services to be provided, priorities, responsibilities, performance, etc.  Standardised reporting of compliance with the Code of Practice for the  
Governance  of  State  Bodies  will  be introduced.   Line  Sections  will  retain  responsibility  for  policy matters  in  relation  to  their  Agencies  (including 
negotiations on the detail of SLAs).
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Desired Outcome Ref Action Implementation/ 
Completion Date

Output/ Indicators
/ measures of success

15 Service Level Agreements/ 
Memoranda of Understanding for 
relevant services put in place for the 
Department’s agencies; standard 
templates used for monitoring and 
oversight of corporate governance

Progressively from 
end 2011, completion 
by end 2012

SLAs/MoUs in place

Code of Practice for the Governance of State  
Bodies complied with by agencies
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2. Developing a more integrated organisation with stronger shared understanding

The Department will be operating from a number of locations for the foreseeable future.  Maintenance of the right balance between the business needs of 
the organisation, the integrity of the offices, ensuring that all staff can develop their careers and can contribute to the strategic priorities of the Department 
will be critical.  The Department values its staff, and recognises that management at all levels, in all locations, and MAC, have important roles to play in 
motivating and empowering staff to do their best. 

Some of the actions are challenging to our culture and will require an incremental approach and a long term commitment.
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Desired Outcome Ref Action Implementation/ 
Completion Date

Output/ Indicators
/ measures of success

The Department’s 
structure promotes 
synergies across business 
areas and supports 
achievement of short and 
longer-term priorities, 
with visible management 
structures in each location

16 Departmental structure will be 
revised to deliver business in the 
most effective manner. 

Revised structures 
implemented by Q3 
2011 

New structures in place by end September 2011

[
Staffing assignments for the 2013 EU 
Presidency from end 2011

17 Next available Assistant Secretary 
post based in Wexford

When relevant Permanent MAC representation in all key office 
locations

All staff to have work that 
is challenging for their 
personal development

18 HR Strategy strengthened to 
improve work delegation and 
address ‘grade drift’ 

Q1 2012 Work is carried out at the lowest appropriate 
level

Alignment of the 
Department’s Community 
and Local Government 
functions

19 Support an independently chaired 
Steering Group on the realignment 
of measures and approaches in the 
light of the transfer of functions and 
to achieve best outcomes in the 
community domain at local level

Q4 2011 Identification of targeted outcomes and revision 
of schemes and rationalisation of management 
arrangements as necessary.  Enhanced role for 
Local Authorities in local and community 
development through the alignment of both 
sectors’ community and local development 
functions.

Improved communication 
on change management 
and day-to-day operation 
of the Department.  All 
management levels 
integrate communication 
into all tasks

20 Develop an Internal 
Communications Action Plan 
through Partnership, encompassing 
best practice in communicating 
change, Team Meetings etc.

October 2011 Action Plan rolled out 

Annual monitoring to ensure commitments are 
being met

Action Plan from
 the Department of the Environment, Comm

unity and Local G
overnm

ent



Summary of Actions
Departmental Structures
The reorganisation of the Department’s structure following the transfer of functions on the change of Government will be completed, as will be finalisation 
of staff planning for the EU Presidency.  A Project Team will assist in the alignment of the Department’s community and local government functions 
internally, and an independent Steering Group will assist in the alignment of these functions at the local level.  The next Assistant Secretary posting will be 
to Wexford.

Upward migration of work (grade drift) will be reversed by delegation to the lowest appropriate level, assisted by a revision of the HR Strategy.

Communications
Putting in place better internal communications, assisted by the development of an Internal Communications Action Plan.  Met Éireann will establish better 
links with its stakeholders, make more of its services available on-line, rationalise its forecasting operations and improve the verification of its general 
forecasts.
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Desired Outcome Ref Action Implementation/ 
Completion Date

Output/ Indicators
/ measures of success

Greater cooperation with 
external stakeholders of 
Met Éireann to better 
meet their expectations 

21 Identification of differing needs of 
commercial and non-commercial 
stakeholders, and measures put in 
place to improve shared 
understanding

From Q3 2011; 
completion by Q2 
2012

More effective communication with 
stakeholders

Rationalised weather 
forecast operations and 
verification of general 
forecasts

22 Review Data Policy and accelerate 
provision of web-based services

Incrementally to Q3 
2013

Wider range of services (including climate data) 
available on the web

23 Speedy delivery of the Integrated 
Forecast Production System (IFPS)

Incrementally to Q4 
2013

Improved customer service
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3. Human Resources 

The Report acknowledges that the greatest strength of the Department is its staff, and that their commitment and professionalism ensures that we are well  
regarded by our peers.  This has enabled us to continue to deliver our challenging agenda alongside significant internal change over recent years.  Staff  
resources and our talents must be focused to meet our priorities and deliver a more efficient and effective service.  For this, we must look to the future both 
from the organisation’s perspective and our staffs’ career aspirations.  Building talent and capacity requires a long-term approach.  

Like all Government Departments, we rely on centrally determined solutions to many of the challenges we face, e.g. regional and cross-functional lateral 
mobility structures.  However, we can focus on the areas under our control to help meet our needs.  The actions below seek to build on our strengths;  
giving more flexibility in how we allocate staff so we can respond to changing priorities, ensure that the right people are in the right job at the right time,  
ensure that there is appropriate succession planning and expertise development.  

Capacity  to  provide  leadership  is  a  consistent  theme of  the Report.   Managers  have  a  leadership  role  to  ensure  the  delivery of  their  business  and 
Departmental priorities, but they also have a critical role in the development, motivation and management of their staff.  The Department is committed to 
ensuring that managers have the skills for both these roles, and will support managers in deepening their commitment to leadership.

The Department’s HR Strategy expires at the end of 2011, offering an opportunity to integrate the actions to which we are committing. 
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Desired Outcome Ref Action Implementation/ 
Completion Date

Output/ Indicators
/ measures of success

A more strategic 
approach to workforce 
planning and skills 
acquisition

24 Conduct Skills Availability Survey, 
identifying educational skills and 
skills acquired in the workplace, 
alongside a Skills Needs Survey  at 
Division level 

Both surveys 
completed by Q4 
2011

25 Skills Development Strategy to 
support staff up-skilling to meet 
priority needs, (including  for 
Presidency and legal drafting skills)

Q1 2012

Results of the surveys inform decisions around 
staff allocation

Integration of skills planning and management 
into HR Strategy

Training and retention of existing staff, 
upskilled to meet identified needs

26 More use of multi-disciplinary 
teams and cross-stream reporting

(see also Action 2 re
multi-disciplinary team working 
and cross-stream reporting)

Ongoing Expertise and organisational experience of the 
Professional and Technical cadre better used

Enhanced corporate memory base
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Desired Outcome Ref Action Implementation/ 
Completion Date

Output/ Indicators
/ measures of success

27 Increasing Departmental delivery of 
HR and financial supports for Met 
Éireann

Ongoing Reduced duplication and staffing savings

28 Staff exchanges with partner 
bodies, including local authorities, 
explored

Placements with the European 
institutions pursued

Mobility Policy amended 
accordingly 

First exchange by Q2 
2012

Numbers of exchanges

Skills and knowledge transfer

Better understanding of EU institutions and 
policy development; enhanced expertise in 
negotiations and Presidency planning

29 Management and training 
programmes developed, focused on 
communication skills, change 
management, managing 
underperformance and delegation

Q1 2012 Grade-appropriate programme, from CO to PO 
levels, in place and being rolled out

Managers are supported 
as leaders and agents of 
change, particularly in the 
context of a downsizing 
organisation with 
reducing resources 

30 Mentoring programme piloted Pilot programme 
from Q4 2012; 
reviewed after 6 
months

HEO- to PO-level; AP-level programme 
prioritised 

Better shared understanding, confidence 
building, improved morale and general 
competence development

31 Grade-based Networks facilitated 
and supported

Q4 2012 AP- and HEO-level Networks prioritised

Greater shared understanding, better 
information exchange and an exploration of 
creative and innovative approaches
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Summary of Actions
Skills gaps were identified in the ORP; the analysis will be brought to Divisional level, and staff will be surveyed as to their own skills.  Staff assignments  
will be informed by these surveys, and a Skills Development Strategy will be incorporated into the HR Strategy.  

There will be more use of multi-disciplinary teams and cross-stream reporting.  Resources will be more efficiently used by transferring certain HR and 
finance functions currently undertaken by Met Éireann into the Department’s line sections in these areas.

Staff exchanges with partner bodies, and placement in the EU institutions, will be pursued.  The training programme will have a focus on communication 
skills, change management, managing underperformance and delegation.  As resources permit, a mentoring programme will be piloted, commencing with 
AP-level staff.

The networking approach of the Senior Managers’ Network will be extended to other grades,  to become self supporting as soon as possible.  These 
Networks will be asked to monitor morale and the affect this Action Plan has on improving staff morale, and to make recommendations as to how the Plan  
can be optimised to assist improve morale further.
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Desired Outcome Ref Action Implementation/ 
Completion Date

Output/ Indicators
/ measures of success

Staff morale is improved 32 Implementation of Action Plan is 
monitored and optimised to 
maximise opportunities for 
improving morale

Ongoing Improved morale; causes of any decline in 
morale identified at an early date; good morale 
at all grades and Department locations
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4. Improving ICT capacity and infrastructure 

The Department is not dissimilar to other policy-oriented Departments in its under-utilisation of ICT to maximise added value in its business processes.  A 
particular focus has been on ensuring that our business agenda continued to be delivered through decentralisation, and this now includes managing the 
recent transfer of functions and providing a shared service ICT system for the heritage function of the Department of Arts, Heritage and Gaeltacht.

The key imperative now is to improve and simplify business procedures; improve data collection and utilisation from our partner bodies and enhance  
connectivity across the Department’s locations and with stakeholders. 
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Desired Outcome Ref Action Implementation/ 
Completion Date

Output/ Indicators
/ measures of success

ICT to become a trusted 
partner, integrated into 
strategic and business 
planning processes

33 Appoint Business Relationship 
Managers (BRM) to each business 
Division to identify and exploit 
integration opportunities and 
efficiencies

Q4 2011 Increased appreciation of the support ICT can 
provide to business processes.  “Whole-of-
Department” approach to assessment, and where 
relevant, implementation of projects

Standardised and streamlined business 
processes supported by robust ICT systems

34 Business case for all proposed ICT 
expenditure vetted by Governance 
Committee, which continues to set 
agenda for ICT direction, 
expenditure and policy

Governance 
Committee to meet 
every 2 months

Deployment of cost-effective and fit-for-
purpose ICT solutions and applications

Improved collection and 
management of data from 
stakeholders, and 
Agencies, in particular 
Local Authorities, with a 
particular emphasis on 
GIS-enabled data

35 Project to be addressed in two 
phases with the initial phase to 
target local authority data.

Identify suitable data streams and 
financial information flows and 
agree procedures and formats for 
collection, management, integration 
and dissemination of selected data 
streams, financial flows across the 
sectors.

Initial agreement on 
procedures and 
formats for 
collection:
• Local authorities: 

Q2 2012 
• Agencies Q3 

2012:

36 Design, implementation and roll-
out of solutions

• Local authorities: 
Q3 2012 for first 
data stream.

Engagement of Departmental business units and 
stakeholders

Automation and elimination of duplication of 
processes.  Greater accessibility and use of data
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Desired Outcome Ref Action Implementation/ 
Completion Date

Output/ Indicators
/ measures of success

36
contd.

• data stream.

Other  data streams to 
be implemented 
incrementally 
thereafter

37 GIS Project Group established, 
providing input for an update of the 
Department’s ICT Strategy, 
working in consultation with the 
Heritage Division of D/AHG

Q1 2012 Interim report on potential by Q2 2012; Final 
Report by Q3 2012, providing clear road-map 
for the development of an organisational GIS; 
decisions on implementation by Q3 2012

Participation in shared 
services programmes with 
other public sector bodies

38 Implementation of agreement with 
D/AHG

Q4 2011 Delivery of shared services to agreed standards; 
reduction in costs

39 Identification of other suitable 
shared service programmes

Ongoing

Connectivity to promote 
integration of functions 
and enable voice and 
video communication 
across dispersed locations, 
between staff and with 
external stakeholders  

40 Install and maintain fit-for-purpose 
communication links and support 
equipment in dedicated video 
conference rooms in major 
locations

Q4 2011 Reliable and resilient communication systems 
e.g. voice, video and mobile

Travel and disruption reduced, particularly for 
staff based outside Dublin

41 Enable shared working on 
documents, in project teams and 
inter-Divisional groups, via 
electronic document management 
systems, etc.

Q12012 Shared working arrangements in place

Meet Single European Sky 
efficiency demands and 
new EU regulatory 
requirements, improve 
services to customers

42 Modernise the aviation 
meteorological network, facilitating 
potential automation in due course

Business case and 
detailed planning 
completed by Q2 
2012

Upgraded aviation weather observations system 
operational to meet current and future EU 
requirements; more efficient deployment of staff
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Summary of Actions
The ICT Governance Committee will examine the business case for all expenditure on ICT solutions.

Data flows from LAs and agencies will be standardised, and real-time access provided, especially for GIS data.

ICT will host shared services for the heritage function of D/AHG, and will explore other opportunities for engagement with shared services.

Connectivity (video, phone, shared documents) will be improved across our offices, and with our stakeholders.

Met Éireann’s general  purpose ICT services will be more closely aligned with the rest  of the Department.   Its  aviation observation services will be 
upgraded in line with Single European Sky and other EU requirements

5. Implementation and Review 

The Action Plan has been drafted so as to include very specific  responsibility and accountability arrangements  for  each Action.  A member of the  
Department’s MAC has been assigned as the “Action Sponsor” for each Action, to provide direction and support to the identified “Action Manager” in 
charge of delivery of the project.  The Action Sponsor will ensure that MAC is kept informed of progress, that the Action is on track and that any resource 
constraints are understood and addressed where possible.  

Half-yearly progress report will be provided to MAC and will be discussed at the Partnership Committee.  Any further Actions or issues that otherwise 
become evident will be addressed in that context also. 

An Annual Review of progress will be prepared and published on the Department’s website, taking account of any requirements that arise on foot of a  
more structured ‘look back’ process developed centrally.
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ORP Action Plan 
from

Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade
This Action Plan was prepared by the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade in  

response to Chapter 5

Action Plan from the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade
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Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade
Organisational Review Programme Action Plan

1. Introduction

The Department welcomes the outcome of the Organisational Review Programme (ORP) review. 
While we are naturally pleased at the positive findings of the survey and the conclusion that the 
Department “clearly delivers a first rate service to its customers and stakeholders at home and  
abroad”, we also recognise that some of our internal capacities are in need of attention.

2. Background and Context

ORP is one of several reform initiatives that are underway in the Department and across the wider 
public  service.   The conduct of the ORP review and the data  collected will  be very helpful in 
guiding  the  Department’s  contribution  to  those  reform  programmes  as  well  as  steering  the 
development of this ORP-specific Action Plan. 

The ORP review represents the outcome of a very thorough examination of the Department and has 
of necessity taken some time to complete.  In the 18 months that the study has been underway, the 
pace of reform across the public service has quickened and this Department has been moving ahead 
with its own reform programme.  There are significant developments, both internal and external, in 
each of the five strands foreseen for the ORP Action Plan.

Defining strategy 
The Government has introduced new arrangements for the preparation of Statements of Strategy. 
The Department’s Strategy to the end of 2014 will be published shortly and will include priorities 
that reflect the new Programme for Government and other requirements such as those contained in 
the EU/IMF/ECB agreement.

Organisation
Responding  to  evolving  trends  and  significant  reductions  in  resources,  the  Department  has 
redesigned  its  Headquarters  divisional  structure.   In  addition,  the  diplomatic  network  has  been 
reduced in size and reconfigured, including the closure of some overseas missions.

The Department’s Business Planning system has been revamped to ensure a sharper focus on core 
tasks  and  key  priorities,  in  particular,  support  for  economic  recovery.   The  Department’s 
Management Advisory Committee (MAC) has systematically reviewed the Business Plans of all 
Missions abroad and followed up with individual Missions as appropriate.

Sharing Information 
News Summaries collated by Press Officers across the Department, at Headquarters and Missions 
abroad, are now published daily to the Department’s Intranet and are immediately available to all 
staff at home and abroad.  Trade and Promotion Division publishes key economic information on 
the Department’s Intranet specifically for Missions to draw on and use locally in promotional work. 

Optimising Resources
The Department continues to seek to maximise its resources through flexible redeployment of staff 
to meet shifting priorities and short-term reassignments to manage major tasks including the high-
level visits by Queen Elizabeth and President Obama in May of this year and the recent Global Irish 
Economic Forum.  
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These changes and many others are reflected in the Department’s Public Service Agreement (Croke 
Park) Action Plan which is monitored every six months.  This process of change will continue and 
the Department will engage fully with the wider change agenda.  

Measuring Performance 
The Department of Public Expenditure and Reform is introducing a new approach to budgeting, 
commencing in  2012.   The  aim of  this  model  is  to  better  align  financial  inputs  with strategic 
priorities.  The system will also introduce high-level performance indicators.

3. Scope of ORP Action Plan

The ORP Action Plan, while touching on wider reforms, places its focus on those things we can do 
for ourselves in relation to five particular areas:

• How we define our strategy

• How we organise ourselves

• How we share information

• How we optimise our resources

• How we measure our work

4. Process

The ORP report was initially considered by the Department’s Management Advisory Committee 
(MAC) and then published on the Department’s  intranet.   All  staff,  at  home and abroad,  were 
invited to comment and to make submissions on the content of the action plan.

A draft plan, drawing on the findings of the review and taking account of submissions received, was 
prepared.  Following MAC approval, it was published on the Intranet.

While  reductions  in  available  resources  will  inevitably  impact  on  the  range  and  depth  of  the 
activities the Department will be able to undertake, the Action Plan contains a set of measures that 
is designed to ensure that the Department adapts intelligently to the changing circumstances both of 
the Irish Civil Service and the global environment in which it operates and that it continues to carry 
out work of high quality.

5. Implementation issues

The pace of change foreseen in this plan is inevitably linked to the availability of resources.   The 
Plan has been prepared in the context of the Employment Control Framework (ECF) and assumes 
that the Department will have full access to the capacities available to it in that context.  With a few 
important exceptions, linked to investment in knowledge management and the development of the 
Passport Service, the proposed actions will not require significant financial resources.
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A number of the proposed actions are centred on organisational matters and will not of themselves 
require significant deployment of human resources.  However, they will demand a high level of 
cooperation and engagement by staff at all levels at home and abroad.

In order to ensure that these actions are undertaken in a reasonable timeframe and more importantly 
that agreed changes are followed through, it will be necessary to assign a small number of people as 
a dedicated Change Management Team, which would also support the operation of the Management 
Advisory  Committee-led  initiatives  set  out  in  the  Plan.   This  will  require  the  adaptation  and 
strengthening of the Strategy and Performance Unit established in the Department in 2009.

The  Department  will  seek  the  necessary  replenishment  of  its  staffing  capacities,  within  the 
parameters of its authorised Employment Control Framework numbers, to enable assignment of the 
requisite resources to this task while continuing to meet the ongoing operational demands across the 
full range of its functions at home and abroad.

The outcome of this investment will be a more systematic approach to managing the Department, 
clearer lines of communication, better management of information and better assignment of tasks 
and responsibilities.

6. ORP Action Plan

Specific recommendations are included in the table below.  In summary, the action plan seeks to 
support the operation of the Management Advisory Committee (MAC) and strengthen its role at the 
centre  of  management  architecture  of  the  Department.    The  objective  is  to  facilitate  the 
development of well-defined and systematic approaches to managing major, complex and cross-
cutting  issues  facing  the  Department,  with  the  involvement  of  all  stakeholders  and appropriate 
allocation and tasking of resources.

The specific supporting actions include the establishment of a three “whole of department” groups, 
led  at  MAC  level  to  address  key  reform  priorities  in  relation  to  Human  Resource  Policy, 
Knowledge  Management  and  Innovation  and  the  development  of  a  Next  Generation  Passport 
Service.      

The definition and prioritisation of policy issues is matter for the Tánaiste and Minister for Foreign 
Affairs and Trade with the support of the Secretary General and the Department.  The findings in 
the ORP report relating to the prioritisation of Trade Promotion will be considered in that context.  
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How we define our strategy and prioritise our goals

We  need  to  ensure  that  Divisions  and  Missions  are  more  involved  in  setting  strategy  and 
prioritising the work of the Department. 

Action Objective Expected Outcome Responsibility Timescale

Develop a more 
interactive process 
around the development 
of Business Plans to 
ensure  relevance to 
Departmental goals

Ensure that 
Divisions/ 
Missions are 
concentrating 
resources on 
Departmental 
priorities 

Improved focus on 
high-level goals at 
Missions and in 
Divisions

Strategy & 
Performance 
Division 

Q1 2012

Develop more structured 
arrangements for  inputs 
from Missions to the 
development of 
Department policy

Systematic 
involvement of 
Missions in 
supporting policy 
development

Better policy 
choices, better value 
from missions, more 
challenging work for 
Missions

Heads of 
Political, 
Trade & 
Promotion, 
Development 
Cooperation 
and Europe 
Divisions

Q2 2012

Strategy & Performance 
Division and Policy 
Planning Unit in DCD to 
work more closely 
together

Strengthened 
Strategy & 
Performance 
Division that 
utilises Irish Aid 
expertise on 
planning and 
strategy

Knowledge transfer 
between 
Development 
Cooperation and 
Strategy & 
Performance 
Divisions 

Strategy & 
Performance 
and 
Development 
Cooperation 
Divisions

Q1 2012

How we organise ourselves

Some whole-of Department initiatives and reallocation of roles at Headquarters will allow us to  
implement initiatives that improve the Department’s management and performance.

Action Objective Desired Outcome Responsibility Timescale

Complete the 
reorganisation of HQ on a 
geographic, less 
hierarchical basis

More focused and 
efficient delivery 
of services and 
policy goals

More coherent 
outputs;  simplified 
working 
arrangements 
between HQ and 
Missions

Strategy & 
Performance 
Division

Underway
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Action Objective Desired Outcome Responsibility Timescale

Establish adequately 
resourced Change 
Management Unit in 
Strategy & Performance 
Division.  

The necessary staffing 
capacity will be sought 
within the Department’s 
Employment Control 
Framework.

An enhanced 
Strategy & 
Performance 
Division with 
tools necessary to 
support change. 
Coordinate MAC-
led initiatives

A dedicated and 
effective focus for 
implementing 
improvements. 

Enhanced 
communication 
within the 
Department

Strategy & 
Performance 
Division

Q2 
(assuming 
the 
necessary 
resources 
are 
available)

Establish horizontal, 
cross-stream networks in 
the Department

Support informal, 
cross-stream 
communication to 
feed into  MAC-
led reviews

Mutual support and 
an informal channel 
for addressing issues 
of common interest. 
More cross-stream 
understanding

Human 
Resources 
Unit to 
establish. 
Divisional 
coordinators to 
manage

Q2 2012

Review the operation of 
the out-of-hours Consular 
and Passport services 
system with a view to 
enhancing central/regional 
cooperation

Greater burden 
sharing between 
HQ and Missions 
on out-of-hours 
emergency  work

Streamlined and 
consistent services to 
customers; address 
excessive demands 
on officers abroad

Strategy & 
Performance 
Division with 
support from 
Consular 
Service  and 
Corporate 
Services 
Division

Q3 2012

Conduct business process 
reviews (BPR) of core 
tasks to identify where 
improvements can be 
made and responsibilities 
devolved 

Improve 
efficiency; 
leverage ICT to 
modernise 
practises  

Standardised 
approach & shared 
understanding; 
Improved efficiency; 
more challenging 
work for some 
grades; greater 
priority afforded to 
key goals

Proposed 
Change 
Management 
Unit supported 
by Corporate 
Services 
Division and 
reporting to 
the Knowledge 
Management 
and Innovation 
Task Force 

Beginning 
 Q 1 2012
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How we share information and improve delivery 

We aim to improve the way we collect, store and share information. This will improve the efficiency  
of our business processes and strengthen the lines of communication with our colleagues and our  
stakeholders. 

Action Objective Expected Outcome Responsibility Timescale

Develop a range of 
Knowledge Management 
initiatives which can be 
delivered in the short 
term.

Develop more 
unified methods 
of classifying, 
storing, sharing 
and retrieving 
information

Greater efficiency in 
retrieving 
information and 
minimising 
information silos; 
greater clarity on 
sharing information 
with stakeholders

 MAC-led 
Task Force on 
Knowledge 
Management 
and Innovation 

Beginning
Q1 2012 

Leverage the Intranet and 
Video Conferencing 
facilities to better inform 
staff of key events at HQ 
and Missions 

To improve inter-
Mission and 
Mission-HQ 
communications 
for all staff

Knowledge transfer 
between Missions; 
increased focus on 
priority issues

Heads of 
Division/ 
Missions

Q1 2012

Complete review of 
“Mobile Mail” pilot 
project and, if approved, 
plan formal 
implementation project

Improve secure 
access to 
information for 
staff on the move

 Greater efficiency Corporate 
Services 
Division ( ICT 
Unit) reporting 
to the 
Knowledge 
Management 
Initiative Task 
Force

Q1 2012

Enforce structured 
arrangements for 
assignment hand-over 
process

A hand-over 
process that is 
structured, 
uniform, time-
specific and 
documented

Enhance continuity 
and preserve 
institutional 
knowledge

Corporate 
Services 
Division 
(Human 
Resources 
Units 1& 2)

Q1 2012

Leverage the Intranet to 
publish “How to” guides 
in respect of  critical 
processes, in particular 
those which have been 
put through BPR.

Capture 
experience and 
standardise 
practise

Preserve institutional 
knowledge and share 
best practise

SPD with CSD 
(ICT) support

Q2 2012

Invest adequate time and 
effort in developing and 
maintaining the new 
Departmental websites  

Provide an 
effective 
communications 
channel to 
stakeholders and 
support the 
efficient delivery 
of services to the 
public

Better information 
service and enhanced 
image of the 
Department and of 
Ireland.  More 
efficient business 
processes 

Press Section 
and Irish Aid 
supported by 
CSD (ICT) 
and SPD 
reporting to 
the KMI Task 
Force

Underway
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Action Objective Expected Outcome Responsibility Timescale

Develop a “Next 
Generation Passport 
Service” which will 
respond to evolving 
passport business 
challenges, enhance the 
quality of services to the 
public and drive 
efficiency and improve 
internal business 
processes.  

Make case to the 
Department of Public 
Expenditure & Reform 
for the substantial initial 
capital expenditure and 
temporary additional 
expert staff required for 
the project.

Comprehensive 
programme of re-
investment in a 
major public 
service  

A passport service 
that meets public 
expectations in an 
efficient manner

 MAC-led 
Task Force on 
Passport 
Service

Discussion 
with 
D/PER on 
project and 
necessary 
resources 
to be 
initiated 
early 
2012

How we optimise our resources

We recognise that the best response to diminishing resources is to ensure that we use our existing  
and future resources to optimum effect.  Initiatives that bring new skills and knowledge into the  
Department are a key priority.

Action Objective Expected Outcome Responsibility Timescale

Develop and universally 
apply programmes for 
management, ICT and 
project management 
skills training for staff at 
management levels

Enhance 
management 
skills at 
management 
grades

Better  management 
practices and better 
management of 
resources

MAC-led Task 
Force on 
Human 
Resources

Q1 2012

Take more rigorous 
approach to managing the 
Performance 
Management & 
Development System 
(PMDS)

Renewed PMDS 
focus on 
Departmental 
strategy, 
achievements and 
realistic ratings

A PMDS that is used 
as a business tool and 
enjoys buy-in by 
staff at all levels

Corporate 
Services 
Division (HR) 
reporting to 
the Task Force 
on Human 
Resources

Q1 2012

Review policy on staff 
allocation and rotation; 
continue to promote 
work-life balance 
schemes in accordance 
with provisions of Public 
Service Agreement.

Improve resource 
allocation and 
management on 
temporary and 
longer-term basis

Improved alignment 
of resources and 
work

MAC-led Task 
Force on 
Human 
Resources

Q1 2012
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Action Objective Expected Outcome Responsibility Timescale

Use Role Profiles to 
clarify valued 
skills/experience for 
every upcoming position.

Review whether Planned 
Postings Policy should 
give greater weight to 
relevant skills and 
experience.

Ensure that better 
information on 
relevant skills and 
experience is 
available as a 
basis for decisions 
on postings/HQ 
assignments.  

Better matching of 
people and positions. 

A more informed 
process for officers 
applying for 
positions.
Greater transparency 
and accountability.

MAC-led Task 
Force on 
Human 
Resources

Q2 2012

Develop a Gender Action 
Plan

Identify and 
address gender 
issues in the 
Department

A workplace of 
equal opportunity 
and outcome for men 
and women

Corporate 
Services 
Division (HR) 
reporting to 
Task Force on 
HR

Q1 2012

Establish staff training 
modules on economic 
and financial issues

Expand two-way 
secondments to  trade-
related State Agencies 
and economy-oriented 
Departments/Offices

Increased 
expertise within 
Department on 
trade and 
economic matters

Stronger 
performance by the 
Department on trade 
strategies; increased 
ability to sell Ireland 
as place to do 
business

Trade and 
Promotion 
and Corporate 
Services 
Divisions (HR 
and Training)

Q2 2012

Q3 2013 
(after EU 
Presidency)

Include a weighting for 
particular language skills 
in future recruitment/ 
promotion competitions 
where relevant.

Develop language 
capacity in 
Department 

More versatile and 
better qualified staff 

Corporate 
Services 
Division 
(Training, HR)

Q3 2012

Review language support 
measures including: 
planned Pilot Language 
Aptitude Testing; 
independent language 
assessment and possible 
payment of “Hard 
Language” allowances.

Systematic and 
measurable 
approach to 
language 
development

More versatile and 
better qualified staff.

Corporate 
Services 
Division  (HR 
and Training)

Q1 2012

Review Refund of 
Educational and Training 
Fees Scheme priorities 
and identify specific 
courses to support. 

Align the Refund 
of Fees Scheme 
with skills and 
knowledge needs 
of the Dept 

Greater alignment of 
skills gaps and 
training.  Better use 
of training budget

Corporate 
Services 
Division  (HR 
and Training) 
reporting to 
MAC-led Task 
Force on HR

Underway

Provide enhanced 
consular training to 
include trauma coaching

Equip staff to 
better cope with 
serious consular 
events

Better consular 
service; greater 
protection of staff 
exposed to significant 
trauma

Consular and 
Training

Underway
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Action Objective Expected Outcome Responsibility Timescale

Explore potential of 
Honorary Consuls to 
enhance contribution to 
trade and economic 
development

Leverage 
experience and 
standing of Hon 
Cons.  Provide 
enhanced role for 
Hon Cons and 
provide 
networking 
opportunities

Stronger diplomatic 
network in the sphere 
of trade and 
investment. Increased 
knowledge transfer 
and strengthening of 
focus on priority 
goals

Consular with 
support from 
Irish Abroad 
Unit and Trade 
and Promotion 
Division

Q2 2012

How we measure our work

We strive to provide a consistently high level of service to all our stakeholders. To better evaluate  
our performance we will review our current measurement systems and introduce new performance 
indicators.

Action Objective Expected Outcome Responsibility Timescale

Implement a formal 
customer feedback 
facility at HQ and 
Missions with 
systematic monitoring 
and follow-up

Leverage the 
Department’s 
new website to 
gather metrics on 
levels of 
customer service 
and satisfaction. 
Identify issues of 
concern

Better response to 
public concerns

Press 
Section/Consular 
reporting to the 
Knowledge 
Management 
Innovation  Task 
Force

Q2 2012

Conduct a skills and 
qualifications audit and 
maintain a skills 
database.

Better knowledge 
of resources 
available to 
Department.

Better alignment of 
staff with skills 
requirements at HQ 
and Missions

Corporate 
Services 
Division (HR)

Q1 2012

Monitor work demands 
across the system in the 
context of workforce 
planning; implement 
more effective 
monitoring of sick leave.

Improve resource 
allocation and 
management on 
temporary and 
longer-term basis

Improved alignment 
of resources and 
work

HR in 
consultation with 
Divisions and 
Units

Q1 2012
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ACTION PLAN IN RESPONSE TO THE ORGANISATIONAL REVIEW PROGRAMME (ORP)  
(Issues identified in the context of the former Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government ORP)

NATIONAL PARKS AND WILDLIFE SERVICE (NPWS): DEPARTMENT OF ARTS, HERITAGE AND THE GAELTACHT (DAHG)  

CONTEXT  
The National  Parks and Wildlife  Service (NPWS) was under the remit  of the former Department  of the Environment,  Heritage and Local 
Government (DEHLG) when the ORP was undertaken in 2010.  On foot of a Government Decision in March 2011, the Heritage Division of that 
Department, including the NPWS, was transferred to the newly formed Department of Arts, Heritage and the Gaeltacht (DAHG) with effect from 
2  May 2011.   (The  new Department's  title  came into  force  on  2  June  2011).   The  newly reconfigured  Department  of  the  Environment, 
Community and Local Government (DECLG) Action Plan arising from the ORP therefore excludes the elements specific to the NPWS.  Those 
recommendations are now being taken forward by the DAHG.  Some of the issues identified are common to both the NPWS and to the former 
DEHLG overall and the degree to which these can be attributed to one or other is not always clear-cut.  Nonetheless, Appendix 2 of the DEHLG 
ORP report provides an "Assessment of the National Parks and Wildlife Service's (NPWS) capacity to meet its challenges" and it pulls together 
the various threads in the main report which relate to NPWS.  

APPROACH TO DEVELOPING THE ACTION PLAN  
The ORP sets  out the strengths of NPWS, including the commitment  and expertise  of its  staff.   It  notes  that  stakeholders referred to the 
commitment and expertise of its staff, many of whom have a vocational interests in environmental heritage issues and are highly qualified and 
motivated.   It  also states that  the NPWS is  the custodian of a range of valuable  assets  which have immense environmental  and historical 
significance and that over the years it had developed quality facilities for the 2.3 million visitors who come annually to our national parks.

In setting out the challenges facing DEHLG, the ORP includes the following summary in relation to NPWS:  "National Parks and Wildlife  
Service - the process of strengthening the capacity of the NPWS which commenced in 2010 needs to be given sustained attention over the coming  
years in order to address weaknesses in the following areas: setting strategic direction, leadership, internal and external shared understanding,  
public relations and communications, operating protocols and legal guidelines, and use of ICT".  The process referred to relates to a separate 
Organisational Review of the NPWS carried out by Grant Thornton in 2010 (the GT Report).  The main recommendations of the ORP for NPWS 
closely mirror  those in the GT Report.   This may reflect  the fact  that  the staff interviews for both reviews were conducted during similar 
timeframes and that the ORP team had a copy of the GT Report when doing their review.  A comprehensive, inclusive and transparent response 
to the GT Report, initiated by the DEHLG, is being progressed by the DAHG.  A Steering Group, which includes representatives from the 
various staffing strands in NPWS (e.g. HQ administration, research staff, regional management staff, industrial grade staff) and at different grade 
levels, has been set up to oversee implementation of the recommendations in the report.  A number of working groups reporting to the Steering 
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Group on specific aspects of the report have also been established (viz: Enforcement; Communications & Education; Streamlining Business 
Processes, including IT issues).  All minutes, papers and documents of the working groups are made available to all staff in NPWS. 

Given the commonality between the conclusions and recommendations of the ORP and the GT Report, and indeed as envisaged in the ORP 
report ("the process of strengthening the capacity of the NPWS which commenced in 2010 needs to be given sustained attention over the coming  
years in order to address weaknesses in the following areas……."), the DAHG ORP Action Plan will be implemented through the process 
already in train to steer the implementation of the more comprehensive and far-reaching GT Report.  That process was preceded by, and took 
account of, comprehensive consultation with all NPWS staff by way of a series of regional seminars countrywide.

KEY CHALLENGES IN ORP REPORT  
The Action Plan is structured around the most significant challenges identified in the ORP report.  These are:

1. Strategic Direction and Capacity:    The ORP identifies a lack of overall strategic direction and capacity in NPWS and points to the need 
to strengthen this area.

2. Leadership:    Given NPWS's dispersed nature, unique systems and distinct culture, the ORP acknowledges the complexity of leadership. 
However,  there  is  disenchantment  with  leadership  from senior  management,  including  management  at  regional  level.   The  ORP 
highlights the need to strengthen leadership capacity at all levels in NPWS and indicates that management structure has too many layers. 
It also sets out the need for structural change and innovation in visitor services, education and communications with stakeholders.  The 
lack of an Assistant Secretary at the time with particular responsibility for the heritage area was identified as an issue. 

3. Creating Shared Understanding:    There is compartmentalisation between different grade streams and staff and, in the absence of central 
guidance, staff tend to make their own local decisions on policy related matters (e.g. planning applications).  The ORP also outlines the 
need for better internal and external communications and more effective use of ICT. 

4. Customer Service:    The ORP acknowledges that there are a good range of facilities in national parks but outlines some improvements to 
enhance the visitor experience. 

5. Human Resources:    The timing of recruitment of seasonal staff should be examined - sometimes contracts expire when visitors are still 
visiting parks.  There is a need to establish a legal unit for NPWS to work with EU/ECJ issues and prosecutions.  A need was identified 
to put in place a management development programme to assist former conservation and technical staff who have been appointed to 
management roles in NPWS. 
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6. ICT:    The ORP notes that the NPWS has a good Geographic Information System (GIS) but highlights the need to enhance GIS capacity 
to integrate data from other bodies e.g. Teagasc and Coillte.  The ORP also specifies the need to automate the recording of scientific 
data, currently done manually by rangers.

ADDITIONAL ISSUES TO BE ADDRESSED   
In addition, there are particular issues raised in the ORP which were not specifically identified in the GT Report.  These will be addressed 
through the GT implementation process or other means, as outlined below.

It should be noted that implementation targets in some cases will be dependent on the outputs of the Working Groups and dates provided are  
best estimates at the time of writing.

• In discussing strategic direction, the ORP identified a need for clarity on "the balance between conservation and visitor management". 
This is being considered in the context of the development of the proposed NPWS Strategy Statement arising under the GT Report and 
is also being discussed at the Park Managers’ Forum.

• On Customer Service,  the ORP suggests that  there are a number of shortcomings in basic customer service which have not been 
addressed, viz. absence of debit and credit card facilities and ATMs in parks and lack of on-line facilities for booking and paying for 
walks and events.  This will be considered separately by Parks and Reserve Unit and the Park Managers' Forum.

• The ORP identifies a need for more systematic engagement with local authorities and the City and County Managers’ Association 
(CCMA).  An approach has been made to the CMMA and an initial high level meeting was held in September 2011.  Agreement has 
been reached between the CCMA and DAHG that dialogue should continue in a structured way.

• Staffing Issues:
 Legal Resources - need to establish a legal unit to work in conjunction with State's other legal offices.  The GT Report did make 

some mention of this in the main body of the report but it did not follow through to the Recommendations’ Section.  This is being 
considered by senior management alongside other staffing issues and within the context of the Employment Control Framework 
(ECF).

 Management Development - need to put in place an appropriate management development programme to assist former conservation 
and technical staff who have been appointed to managerial roles in NPWS.  This will be taken forward in conjunction with the 
Department’s Training Section.
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 Timing of recruitment of temporary staff should be concentrated in summer season when most visitors are around.  This will be 
considered jointly by NPWS and Personnel, having regard to pre and post season preparation work, outreach programmes and the 
parameters approved by the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform.

 Volunteer Policy - examine feasibility of developing a policy on volunteerism for national parks.  A volunteer policy was finalised 
and rolled out earlier this year (2011).

 ICT - GT subgroup is to consider any issues arising but largely should be encompassed in the Department's new integrated Financial 
Management System, which  is due to be fully operational in February 2012.

Resources
In bringing forward the recommended actions, the Department is operating within significant resourcing constraints both in terms of personnel 
and finance.  The Department will use the flexibilities available to it under the public reform processes to manage these resources in the most 
efficient way possible in implementing the plan and actions will be phased as necessary in line with overall Departmental Strategies.
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I.      Overall Strategic Direction and Capacity:  

The ORP review identifies the need to strengthen the strategic capacity of the NPWS.  It suggests that senior management is consumed with EU 
cases to the detriment of clarity on the future of NPWS and states that there needs to be clear overall strategy, operational protocols for field staff 
and objectives for each area of activity.

This essentially reflects Recommendation No. 4 of the GT Report, which highlights the need to develop a clear Strategy, Statement of Priorities 
and Annual Business Plan for the NPWS as a whole. It will be necessary to ensure that such a Strategy for NPWS aligns appropriately with 
DAHG's wider Departmental Statement of Strategy 2011-14.  Recommendation No. 7 of the GT Report highlights the need to standardise the 
NPWS mandate throughout the country and to issue Standard Operating Procedures and Protocols.  This links into Recommendation No. 22 of  
the GT Report, which recommends that NPWS develop, as part of the wider objective of developing a NPWS Strategy, a Procedural Manual 
setting out guidelines on collaborating with external bodies with which NPWS interfaces and outlining clear roles and responsibilities of the 
NPWS.  In highlighting the need for balance between conservation and visitor management, the ORP recommendation will be progressed in the 
context of developing an NPWS Strategy Statement and work on  Recommendation No. 17 in the GT Report (Develop National Parks, their 
image and tourism potential), which  recognises the conservation imperative.

RECOMMENDATION/
DESIRED OUTCOME

REF

NO.
AC TION PROGRESS TO DATE/

IMPLEMENTATION

IMPLEMENTATION

TARGET

Provide a clearer strategic 
vision and improve strategic 
capacity
[GT Rec. No. 4]

Objectives  for  each  area  of 
activity
[GT Rec. No. 7]

1 • Prepare  Strategy  Statement  and 
overall Business Plan for NPWS.

• Draft outline of a Strategy 
prepared. 

• Intend to pursue wide discussion 
with stakeholders in 2012.

• Annual Business Plans for NPWS 
to be drafted.

5 year NPWS Strategy by end 
2012.

From 2012 onwards.

Operational Protocols for field 
staff

1A • Prepare Draft Standard Instructions 
and Procedures (SIPS) document 
and circulate to all NPWS Staff for 
input.  Process to be managed 
centrally.

• Assistant Principal assigned to 
oversee/manage process (working 
with assigned Divisional Manager).

Phased basis: some to 
be ready by end 2011, 
remainder  to be finalised by 
end 2012.
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II.       Leadership:  

Given  NPWS's  dispersed  geographical  nature,  unique  systems  and  distinct  culture,  the  ORP acknowledges  the  complexity  of  leadership. 
Nonetheless, it finds disenchantment with leadership at senior management, including management at regional level, and a need to strengthen 
internal leadership capacity at all levels in NPWS.  It noted that the most senior position in the NPWS had not been filled for some time, but that 
an Assistant Secretary has since been appointed to head up the service.

There is significant overlap between the leadership issues and increasing strategic capacity and direction as outlined above and an integrated 
approach is being taken in responding.  Recommendation No. 1 of the GT Report, regarding the creation of a full-time Chief Executive and 
Recommendation No. 3, which highlights the need for clarity around individual roles, responsibilities and reporting lines, are relevant to both the 
leadership issues and the strategic direction and capacity of the NPWS.  Also relevant is  Recommendation No. 2 in the GT Report, which 
recommended a revised regional management structure.

 [Also relevant GT Rec. No. 22: 
Ecological Guidelines ]

Balance between conservation 
& visitor management
[GT Rec. No. 17]

1B

• Guidelines on wide range of issues 
(e.g. windfarms etc.) to be 
developed and posted on website 
for internal and external users.

• These issues will form part of 
NPWS Strategy and will be 
considered in context of National 
Parks Managers Forum.  Work of 
Forum, established Nov 2009 is, 
inter alia, to develop policy 
document/statement on National 

• Parks

• Draft SIPs circulated and work 
progressing on certain issues.

• Key guidelines have been 
identified. Consideration being 
given as to how best to bring 
forward within existing resources.

• Range of issues being progressed; 
contact made with Fáilte Ireland 
and Tourism Ireland.   

• See above in relation to Strategy.

Phased and ongoing basis: 
Guidelines to be produced by 
mid 2012 onwards. 

2012
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RECOMMENDATION/
DESIRED OUTCOME

REF

NO.
AC TION PROGRESS TO DATE/

IMPLEMENTATION

IMPLEMENTATION

TARGET

Strengthen  leadership 
capacity at all levels of 
NPWS;  senior managers to 
be more visible and 
accessible; 

Improved regional 
management /organisational
structures
[GT Rec. No.’s 1, 2 & 3]

2 • Management Development 
Programme to be initiated (see 5B 
below); more frequent 
communication/visits by managers 
& HQ staff to regions.

• Regional management structures 
also to be considered by MAC in 
light of ongoing resourcing issues.

• Review operation of current 
regional management structures.

• Regular visits to regions by 
Assistant Secretary/Directors and 
senior staff now taking place.

• The Department will consider the 
management structures further in 
the light of the new Employment 
Control Framework for the 
Department, the work priorities 
and the affect of retirements in the 
coming months.

Ongoing basis

During course of 2012, & in 
light of wider  Government 
policies

Fill the vacancy at the most 
senior level of NPWS
[GT Rec. No. 1b] 

2A • Assistant Secretary has now been 
appointed (While the GT Report 
had recommended a CEO 
appointment it also recommended 
that NPWS remain an integral part 
of the Department at this time: the 
appointment is in line with that 
recommendation.)

• Assistant Secretary was appointed 
in July 2010.

Finalised
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III.      Creating Shared Understanding:

There is compartmentalisation between different grade streams and staff and, in absence of central guidance, staff tend to make their own local 
decisions on policy related matters (e.g. planning applications).  Need for better internal and external communications and more effective use of 
ICT. These issues mirror closely recommendations made in the GT Report, as noted below.

RECOMMENDATION/
DESIRED OUTCOME

REF

NO.
AC TION PROGRESS TO DATE/

IMPLEMENTATION

IMPLEMENTATION

TARGET

Develop central guidance on 
key policy areas such as 
Planning etc.;

[GT Rec. No. 6]

3 • Planning and related issues should 
have close interlinkage with SIPS 
(see 1A).  

• Develop national planning policy 
for NPWS, overseen centrally by 
designated APO. 

• Assistant Principal officer 
appointed to drive this process.

• Draft position paper on SIPs 
prepared and circulated to all 
NPWS staff for comment.

• IT sub-group to consider in 
relation to GIS / data base issues.

Ongoing.

Relevant material to be 
published on website from 
2012 onwards.

More effective internal  
communication  and shared 
learning / systems making 
better use of ICT.

[GT Rec. No.’s 13, 14 & 16 and 
9 & s regards ICT]

• Communications Working Group 
to:
consider and report on  GT 

recommendations  encompassing 
communications & related issues 
(internal/external); media/PR 
issues;

establish NPWS Blog for 
staff/sharing of information etc;

co-ordinate and establish cross 
section approach to NPWS 
education initiatives / education 
unit etc;

• Steering Group over-seeing 
implementation of GT Report is 
considering proposals from 
Working Group to determine how 
best they might be advanced. 

• New NPWS blog up and running 
on a pilot basis since March 2011.

• Bio-diversity Unit now 
coordinating education Initiatives.

2012
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 Creating Shared Understanding, continued

3A improve/manage NPWS website; 
and 

implement electronic processing 
of licensing, notification 
activities on line etc.

• E-licensing project underway.

Improve  external  
communications / more 
systematic engagement with 
external bodies & LA’s 

3B • Comprehensive approach being 
taken to NPWS communications 
overall (see 3A above).

• Engagement with relevant external 
and LA’s with a view to maximising 
resources of all concerned and 

eliminate duplication, 
where feasible.

• Working Group set up to consider 
communications. 

• Initial approach made to CCMA and 
more formalised arrangement to be 
pursued. 

• Met with and initiated engagement 
with Inland Fisheries Ireland re 
potential to share information/ 
resources.

• Media protocol to be 
finalised/issued to all staff.

Late 2011 to early 2012
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IV.      Customer Service:  

The ORP indicates that there is a range of good visitor facilities in national parks and there is evidence that visitor experience is overwhelmingly 
positive.  However, some additional improvements are recommended.

RECOMMENDATION/
DESIRED OUTCOME

REF

NO.
AC TION PROGRESS TO DATE/

IMPLEMENTATION

IMPLEMENTATION

TARGET

Improve customer service by 
providing modern facilities 
such as debit/ credit card 
facilities / ATMs /online 
booking, etc; and establish 
structured feedback systems. 

More systematic  and timely 
engagement on conservation 
issues 
  

4 • National Parks Managers’ Forum 
to consider ways of improving 
customer services in national parks 
(including facilities identified in 
ORP). 

• Work on improving 
communications (see 3 above) and 
ICT issues (see 6 below), as well 
as an overall Strategy for NPWS, 
will facilitate more cohesive 
approach including feedback and 
shared information across NPWS 
as a whole. 

• Progress will emerge from some 
of the measures outlined above.

• Park Managers Forum to consider 
provision of modernising facilities 
in 2012.

• More systematic engagement on 
conservation issues will be 
facilitated through new 
communications and education 
measures. 

• Development of Killarney House 
and Burren Visitor Centre, 
currently underway, will showcase 
conservation value of Parks in 
those locations. 

2012/2013
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V.      Human Resources:  

The ORP indicates that the timing of recruitment of seasonal staff needs to be considered - sometimes contracts expire when visitors still around 
in parks.  There is a need to establish a legal unit for NPWS to work with EU/ECJ issues and prosecutions.  (This links into Recommendation 
No. 10 of the GT Report as regards reforming the prosecution process).  A need was identified to put in place a management development 
programme to assist  former conservation and technical  staff  who have been appointed to management  roles in  NPWS.  The feasibility of 
providing a structured arrangement for voluntary work opportunities was also raised in the ORP.

RECOMMENDATION/
DESIRED OUTCOME

REF

NO.
AC TION PROGRESS TO DATE/

IMPLEMENTATION

IMPLEMENTATION

TARGET

More effective timing of 
seasonal staff recruitment  to 
match needs

5 • Seasonal staff requirements to be 
notified earlier to Department of 
Public Expenditure and Reform 
and a case to be made for greater 
flexibility in contract periods 
within overall approval levels  

• Requirements for 2012 currently 
being finalised, in consultation 
with regional management and 
Personnel Division.

Request  to  issue  to  DPER 
December 2011

Establish a legal unit to work 
with State’s other legal offices 
to deal with large volume of 
EU related legal matters.

5A • For consideration by senior 
management in the context of 
other staffing issues and the ECF.

• The issue of the provision of legal 
advice for the Department 
generally is being considered by 
MAC at present.

2012

Strengthen managerial skills/
capacity

5B • Appropriate NPWS management 
development programme to be 
developed by Training Section (in 
consultation with NPWS)

• Being considered by Training 
Section with a view  to procuring 
relevant services to devise/deliver 
the programme

2012

Consider introduction of 
Volunteer policy.

5C • Examine feasibility of developing 
a policy on volunteerism for 
national parks

• Volunteer Policy developed and 
issued in 2011

Finalised
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VI.      ICT Services  

The ORP notes that NPWS has good Geographic Information System (GIS) capacity but highlights the need to enhance this capacity to integrate 
data from other bodies e.g. Teagasc and Coillte.  It also notes the need to introduce electronic recording and transmission of scientific data, 
currently done manually by rangers.  Similar issues were identified in the GT Report and are being taken forward through the comprehensive 
implementation process in train.

RECOMMENDATION/
DESIRED OUTCOME

REF

NO.
ACTION PROGRESS TO DATE/

IMPLEMENTATION

IMPLEMENTATION

TARGET

Development of systems and
Processes to support GIS and
other information systems 
(including MIF, Data 
Management Framework 
etc.)

6 • IT sub-group to examine issues 
while work already in train in 
NPWS (in relation to major Data 
Management Framework) is to be 
progressed.

• GIS issue to be considered in 
context of new shared ICT 
services between DECLG & 
DAHG.

• Development Applications 
Tracking System (DATS) to be 
developed further.

• The Data Management Framework 
project has been through the 
tendering process and a contract is 
being awarded at present. 

• Shared GIS service between 
DAHG and DECLG is currently 
operating in practice though there 
are staffing issues to be resolved. 

• A formal MoU is being prepared 
by both Departments in relation to 
overall shared service ICT 
delivery.

• Testing of full eplanning referral 
system has begun.

Project will be sequenced for 
completion by 2014. 
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