Green Paper on Local Government 


   Citizens Information Board Submission

1. Introduction

The Citizens Information Board (CIB) welcomes the opportunity to participate in the consultation process on Stronger Local Democracy: Options for Change, the Green Paper on Local Government Reform. The renewed debate on local government is timely and offers a valuable opportunity to address some of the issues that affect service delivery at local level. This submission deals primarily with the provision of quality services to the public and focuses on two main areas of service delivery:

(i) co-ordination and integration of services at local level;


(ii) access to information.

2. Citizens Information Board and Citizens Information Services

The principal functions of the Citizens Information Board (CIB) are to support the provision of and, where appropriate, provide directly to the public, independent information, advice and advocacy in relation to social services. The CIB is also required to assist and support individuals, particularly those with disabilities, in identifying their needs and options and in accessing their entitlements to social services. Other functions of the Board  are to support,  promote and develop:  (i) greater accessibility, co-ordination and public awareness of social services; (ii) the dissemination of integrated information in relation to such services by statutory bodies and voluntary bodies and (iii) the provision of information on the effectiveness of current social policy and services and to highlight issues which are of concern to users of those services. The CIB comes within the remit of the Department of Social and Family Affairs and currently employs over 90 staff. 

The CIB sources, produces and integrates information on social services
. It is involved in the development of the Citizens Information Website (www.citizensinformation.ie) and supports the nation-wide network of Citizen Information Services (CISs) and the Citizens Information Phone Service (CIPS). The citizens information website is administered directly by the CIB while the CISs and CIPs are delivered by independent voluntary bodies. The CIB also works in partnership with voluntary and statutory organisations generally in the provision of information.

The demand for CIB and CIS services is substantial.   In 2007, Citizens Information Services handled 890,145 queries from 612,840 customers and CIPS dealt with 133,407 callers. Queries from the public to CISs and CIPS cover a wide range of areas of living, including social welfare entitlements, housing, health, education, taxation, consumer affairs, immigration and legal matters. While social welfare is the most common subject of enquiry to CISs (comprising 39% of all queries), there is a significant number of queries which refer to more than one area of entitlement and o more than one agency, e.g.,  housing and social welfare, health and transport, health and housing. As might be expected, there is a growing number of queries from immigrants
 and frequently these queries involve dealing with a number of services/agencies. The experiences of users of CISs and CIPS are a valuable and significant source of feedback to CIB on the effectiveness of social policies on the ground.

While the CIB has a particular role in providing independent and integrated information to a consistent set of standards and liaises with other agencies as appropriate in this regard, it operates on the basis that the primary responsibility for the provision of information lies with the service provider.


3. Responsive Local Government 
The CIB is in broad agreement with the guiding principles for responsive local government as enunciated in the Green Paper and believes that their implementation will be essential for truly meaningful local government reform. In particular, the CIB notes the central importance of:

· Decision-making at the lowest appropriate level (subsidiarity)

· Proper balance between the number and functions of local structures and the requirements of coherence, value for money and efficient delivery of services

· Continued focus on Quality Customer Service

· Greater appreciation by central Government of the value of local priority setting and the development of a strong relationship of trust accordingly

· Adequate funding of local government.

4. Service Delivery at Local Level
A key underlying feature of Irish local government, acknowledged in the Green Paper, is that it “still has a much narrower range of functions than local government in most other European states, which often plays a role in the provision of policing, health and education. The Green Paper refers to the fact that the concentration in Ireland to date has been on “improving policy cooperation and coordination between local government and other agencies/services, particularly through county and city development boards and policing committees” (Chapter 2, p.5). 

The establishment of the County/City Development Boards (CDBs)  and the Community and Voluntary Fora in 2000  provided a context for  better integration of service delivery at local level.  The work of the CDBs is evidently enhanced by the Social Inclusion Measures (SIM) Committees and the Strategic Policy Committees (SPCs)
. The establishment of Social inclusion Units
 as pilot projects and the decision to extend these to other areas is an important initiative. The Local Development Social Inclusion Programme (LDSIP)
, has been focused on countering poverty disadvantage and promoting equality. 
The CIB notes that the overall effectiveness of these various structures (individually or collectively) is not discussed in the Green Paper and believes that an overall assessment of their effectiveness should take place in the context of developing a more integrated approach as referred to in  the Green Paper.  
5. Meeting the Needs of ‘New Communities’
The Green Paper refers to the integration of new communities as a challenge facing local government. The adoption by a number of local authorities of Anti-Racism and Diversity (ARD) plans in response to the National Action Plan against Racism 2005-2008 is an important development not only as a response to the needs of immigrants but also as a prototype for an integrated response involving a range of relevant statutory and voluntary/community 
organisations
. Dublin City Council and Dublin City Development Board have drawn up a comprehensive framework for integration
 based on wide-ranging consultation involving agencies and personnel working in the field. This offers an interesting model framework for integrating new communities and a possible blueprint for other local authorities.
The Green Paper identifies a possible potential for ‘town government’ to be enhanced to deliver on its potential to integrate immigrant populations within the local community.  This is a key consideration and one which should be given priority in the short-term.
6.  Needs Assessment and People with Disabilities

A recent Citizens information Board/Disability Federation of Ireland report
 notes that there is a cohort of people with disabilities whose accommodation needs are not being adequately addressed because of an absence of a joined up approach at local level to service provision. The report points out that, despite the fact that there may be a number of agencies (statutory and voluntary) involved with a person with a disability, his/her accommodation and related support needs for independent living may not always be addressed adequately. 

The implementation of the requirements of the Disability Act 2005, and specifically the protocols for effective liaison between the HSE and local authorities, is a significant development as is the recently introduced protocol for more liaison in respect of housing needs assessment. 

7. Coordination and Integration of Services at Local Level

At present, there is a very wide range of organisations - statutory, voluntary/community and private - involved in making policy and/or delivery of services at a regional and local level. Indeed, it is the case that services have become increasingly fragmented as voluntary/community organisations and private providers become more involved in frontline service delivery. While the Green Paper rightly refers to the “disconnect between local authorities (as the lead local institution) and local development agencies”, it does not set out clear options for addressing this ‘disconnect’.


Feedback from CISs and CIPS indicates that the number of local and regional development bodies leads to problems with the delivery of services and with citizens’ ability to distinguish who does what.  The local government process in Ireland currently includes 22 distinct types of agencies (totalling 491 across the country) operating in overlapping areas. Not surprisingly, members of the public sometimes find it very difficult to know where responsibility for different services lies and where their search for information and services should begin.  It is also interesting to note that the recent OECD Report on the Irish public service referred to a relatively low focus on performance criteria and targets and concluded that the proliferation of agencies adds to the fragmentation of the availability of performance indicators.
The experience of CISs/CIPS shows that service providers tend to define need in line with the type of entitlement or service they offer in accordance with their functional responsibilities as determined at central level.  This has a tendency to create ‘provider-centred’ definitions of need according to which people whose needs are not met by a given provider or do not come within its functional responsibility are outside its line of vision. It may be the case that when service providers come across cases for which they have nothing to offer, there may be an implicit assumption that a person’s needs will be met elsewhere, by another agency or through some other entitlement.  While this is sometimes the case, it is not always so.  

People with multi-faceted problems obviously require an integrated package of supports, within and between statutory agencies - HSE, Department of Social and Family Affairs and Local Authorities - and between statutory agencies and voluntary/community organisations. In some instances, there will be a need for a policy response involving a number of agencies at local level which may not always be available. For example, there is a clear link between Travellers’ accommodation and the quality of their health
 but the housing authorities and health authorities may not always work collaboratively to ensure that housing policy at local level fully incorporates the health dimension.   Another example of lack of a citizen-centred approach and an issue that is regularly reported by CISs is the impact on older people of the privatisation by a number of local authorities of refuse collection and the related withdrawal of waivers for social welfare recipients. Some people report that they cannot afford the charges and many have the added difficulty, particularly in rural areas, that they do not have access to transport to bring refuse to landfill or re-cycling facilities.
There is a basic question as to whose responsibility it is to ensure that appropriate integrated systems are available involving income, housing and family supports for people with complex needs.  The SWA Review Working Group Report identified the following groups as having particular needs: families at risk, people with drug addiction difficulties, older persons, persons with a disability, persons with mental health issues, homeless persons, Travellers, ethnic minorities, people with financial indebtedness. To this group can be added immigrants with poor English language skills.  The need for an approach which would look at people’s needs holistically and in an integrated manner presents significant challenges for local service delivery. 

8. Role of Central Government

Despite the existence of an extensive local infrastructure, the majority of public expenditure decisions continue to be made at national level
. Furthermore, each local public service agency has its own rules, regulations and legislative basis emanating from the centre with each involved in the collection and management of very similar data from customers. Also, while city/county development boards could in theory co-ordinate the activities of many of these organisations, they cannot, for example, override the statutory responsibilities of the different agencies.

The emphasis at the general policy level on the need to co-ordinate and integrate services at the point of delivery is frequently not translated into actual practice on the ground. Indeed, the Green Paper makes the point that the approach taken at central level has in practice not supported local integration - “It has encouraged Government to by-pass local authorities in favour of separate local development bodies and it does not encourage decentralisation of power. This approach has arguably served to keep the local government much weaker than it should be” (Chapter 2, p.8).  In addition, demand for services may outstrip supply, impacting on the ability of providers at local level to deliver in the integrated manner which they themselves would value. 

Since there are very few government policies that do not have a strong local dimension, consistency is required between, for example, spatial strategy, housing strategy, health strategy, plans for education developments, transport policy and policy on decentralisation of state services. This consistency has not been evident to date and indeed has not featured as a central element in the Green Paper.

A related and equally important consideration is the fact that there is no overall national strategic framework for meeting a range of different needs, e.g., the higher costs associated with accommodating people with disabilities, especially in relation to support/care services associated with housing, because of separate functional responsibilities and budgetary processes on the part of the HSE, the Department of Environment, Heritage and Local Government and local authorities. Also, there is no overall nationally integrated strategy in response to the issue of access to transport at local level.  
9. Citizen-centred Services

Delivering Better Government (May 1996) noted that one of the key principles in the delivery of quality public services was the integration of such services at local, national and regional levels. New Connections, the Government’s Action Plan for the Information Society (March 2002), refers to the need for a greater focus on “streamlining background processes, facilitating cross-organisational collaboration, continuing to develop an organisational culture with a user-centric focus….” The OECD Review of the Public Service noted that “responding to more complex, cross-cutting issues will require an integrated Public Service that acts increasingly through networks rather than top-down structures” (p.19). While the Green Paper refers to weaknesses in the community’s engagement with local authorities, it does not set out any meaningful options for more citizen-centred services at local level.    
The main ongoing problem with a system of functionally organised delivery of services is their inability to deliver packages of related services and integrated information at local level in response to an event or predicament in a person’s life. Providing clients or citizens with a seamless service often requires much higher levels of co-operation between agencies than is currently the case. The multiplicity of public sector agencies and voluntary/community organisations and the large number of services they deliver call for a much greater integration of administrative processes and policy-making at local level. 

As the process of government becomes ever more complex, more time and attention should be devoted to developing structures at local level to genuinely involve citizens in the decision making process. The Green Paper cites the Task Force on Active Citizenship Report which noted that “the perceived distance between the citizen and the local authority was too great” and which suggested that the cause of the deficit was a perceived absence of meaningful opportunities for civic participation in decision-making about local issues. Despite the establishment of various consultative and participatory fora at local level, the development of inclusive delivery systems responsive to individual needs remains underdeveloped.   While the opportunities for citizen involvement are increasing all the time, care must be taken to ensure that an approach to citizen participation at local level based on the notion of a well-informed and articulate public does not lead to the further exclusion of people whose needs are least often articulated. The reality remains that many public service users continue to remain outside the local consultation loop. 

A distinction needs to be made between user friendly approaches by local authorities where the user remains external to the service and participatory approaches which imply user involvement in the definition of need and in the planning, management and delivery of services accordingly.  Support services thus become user rather than producer driven and are developed as an integral part of the community infrastructure involving both individuals and groups.  
It is the view of the CIB that overall there is a need to take a much stronger government wide approach at local level to developing citizen-centred services to facilitate people who regularly need to contact a number of local agencies in order to deal with a single service need, e.g., housing/related supports; health services/transport. Citizen-centred service delivery at local level could be significantly improved by the adoption of a stronger community-based case management approach (involving key workers), based on a person-centred approach, particularly in dealing with people with multi-faceted needs.

Adapting services to meet local and individual needs may mean giving local administrators more autonomy in developing and implementing policies within a local partnership framework involving end users, frontline staff, managers and relevant representative organisations. It would mean greater transparency in the way decisions are made and the underpinning eligibility criteria for different services and, most importantly, a greater devolution of decision-making responsibilities and related budgets to local level. All of these have significant implications for local government reform.
10. Access to Information
Access to information is widely acknowledged as crucial to people accessing public services appropriate to their needs. This is particularly relevant at local level since many of the interfaces between the individual and the State take place at this level.  Without good quality, accessible and accurate information at local level, it is not possible for people (individuals or groups) to access the services to which they are entitled or to vindicate their rights.  

The CIB acknowledges that there have been sustained improvements in the way in which public bodies at both national and local levels deliver information and services to customers. These improvements relate to the introduction of principles for quality service delivery, the quantity and quality of written information available and the provision of information and services electronically. 

Under the Principles for Customer Services Action plans introduced under the Strategic Management Initiative (SMI), public services  are expected to take a  pro-active approach in providing information that is clear, timely and accurate, is available at all points of contact and meets the requirements of people with specific needs. Feedback from CISs/CIPS suggests that the provision of comprehensive information varies very much from one statutory agency to another depending on the agency and/or the official a person is dealing with. For example, some local authorities provide very good access to information about housing entitlements and application processes while others are relatively poor in this regard. Also, it is sometimes the case that information about an application is not passed on from one public official to another (even within the same agency) and the person has to supply the same information all over again with a consequent delay in the process. It is also the case that information about statutory services is not always fully transparent in respect of actual service availability at local level as distinct from what might be available nationally. There is also sometimes a lack of clarity and transparency from service providers at local level as to how need for services is actually measured. 
There is an intrinsic link between access to information and access to services. The availability of integrated information provision relating to services provided by all relevant agencies is crucial in this regard. The   Evaluation of the Donegal Integrated Service Delivery Project (Fitzpatrick and Associates 2006) concluded that:


The inclusion of information services has undoubtedly reduced the need to revisit services because of mistakes in forms and misunderstandings of eligibility criteria. The co-location of different services within the centres has also produced efficiencies in terms of dealing with queries from customers and accessing the support required by an individual across a range of services (p.6-7). 

People regularly need help to search out and use information to access a service. For example, the most recent CIS Survey shows that almost a quarter of clients were provided with advocacy support (assistance with applications and appeals and/or making representations)
. Advocacy is a key element in accessing public services and the presence of an advocate, (family member, information provider or other), is frequently a significant factor in a person accessing appropriate services. The fact that some people, e.g., those in contact with a CIS or other voluntary/community organisation, have someone to act on their behalf, while others do not, may result in inequality of access to services. 

One of the actions proposed by Government in its 2007 statement of housing policy
 is the establishment of local authority housing advice centres. These housing advice centres should be developed in a manner which integrates information provided by other statutory agencies and complements existing information services provided by the voluntary/community sector. 

11. E-government

The Irish e-government agenda has continued to evolve since the first Government Action Plan on the Information Society (1999) with the focus on bringing e-government projects into the day-to-day reality of Government and a corresponding focus on process efficiencies, cross-departmental working and ongoing infrastructural and service improvements. The ongoing potential of e-government in providing a citizen-centred approach has been emphasised in the recent OECD Report.  

Various on-line services put in place to date (e.g., Revenue Online Service (ROS); Inter Agency Messaging Service (IAMS); Motor Tax renewal; Land Registry) have much to commend them. However, while more and more government information is organised around life events and situations, e-government services are still most of the time organised into vertical silos.
If it is to address complex and multi-faceted problems and to enhance consumer participation as envisaged, E-government continues to face a significant challenge in enabling effective collaboration across agencies at both local and national levels.

It is not at all clear that there have been sufficient investments in the form of new work practices, new skills and new inter-organisational structures to maximise the potential of IT at local level. E-government is much more than simply putting services online – it requires a level of collaboration across agencies and public services at both central and local levels that has not emerged to date.

In order to maximise the potential of IT to improve public services at local level, it is necessary to ensure that the benefits of IT are made available to the widest possible range of citizens, including an emphasis on their accessibility to people who may be currently disadvantaged in that regard, in particular, people outside the labour force, older people and people with disabilities. Without effective public policy intervention at local level, the uptake of IT is likely to have the effect of   exacerbating existing social divisions.


A much stronger resource commitment is needed to developing structured and sustainable programmes at local level  to support engagement with IT among disadvantaged groups and individuals. Community-based programmes should build on existing local development structures and should be aligned closely with wider social inclusion objectives. 

12. Inter-agency Collaboration at Local Level
Effective joint working requires that all stakeholders (service users, voluntary/community organisations, local authorities and the HSE) are involved in identifying needs and in considering the various ways of addressing those needs within the resources available. While the Green Paper points to the importance of inter-agency collaboration at local level, it does not set out any detailed options in this regard.

The systematic adoption of a person-centred planning approach to identifying and meeting needs is a key principle, especially in relation to disadvantaged groups and communities. The policy aspiration of providing packages of individually tailored supports based on a case management approach, for example to older persons, people with disabilities, ethnic minorities, needs to be translated into inter-agency collaboration practice on the ground. 
There are clearly some innovations and good practice in inter-agency collaboration at local level already in existence. These include joint initiatives involving a local authority, a voluntary/community organisation and the HSE in meeting the accommodation and related support needs of people with disabilities.  However, the experience of CISs is that often good practice in service coordination is ad hoc and reliant on individual personalities rather than on a systematic operating framework. 

The Donegal Integrated Service Delivery Project, a partnership of public service agencies, was inaugurated in 2001 to advance the interagency collaboration required to deliver on the evolving vision of integrating service delivery around the needs of the customer. The Partner Agencies in the project are Donegal County Council, FAS, the Health Service Executive North West, Citizens Information Board and the Department of Social and Family Affairs. The working vision of the project is: “to deliver a seamless, quality public service to customers and communities in Donegal through a choice of access channels”. While the project continues to face challenges, particularly in relation to service integration, the project has made a difference to the customer by bringing the services closer (physically) and making information more accessible at local level
.  
In progressing the local government reform agenda, the core good practice elements of existing initiatives should be identified further with a view to their wider application. There is a need for additional funding structures to maximise joint working in promoting social inclusion and equality of access objectives and in maximising innovation involving the voluntary/community sector, local authorities and the HSE.


It is now widely accepted that concept of social exclusion does not only mean insufficient income, and/or non-participation in working life or inequality of access to housing, health and social services, but also relates to those who are unable to exercise basic rights of citizenship in terms  of influencing decisions which affect their lives. On this basis it can be argued that, if people cannot participate equitably in society because of shortcomings in the service delivery system, their citizenship is compromised and undermined. The OECD Report notes that a key measure of public service performance is how quickly and easily citizens can access a service and the quality of that service once received. Feedback from CISs indicates that services for people on the margins frequently depend on the extent to which local services are integrated and how referrals and joint support structures are managed. The negative experiences of some users in this regard are a cause for concern.  Integrating services at the point of delivery should be a central underlying component of local government reform. 

� Social services mean any service provided by a statutory body or voluntary body that is available or accessible to the public generally and includes a service in relation to any of the following, namely, health, social welfare, education, family support, housing, taxation, citizenship, consumer matters, employment and training, equality, asylum and immigration.


� The most recent CIS Survey shows that 23% of all CIS users are immigrants.


� The purpose of SPCs is to develop more effective involvement of Councillors in the development of local policies.  Each SPC committee has a minimum of nine members drawn from Councillors and sectoral interests e.g. Community/Voluntary as relevant to SPC. 


� The main objective of the Social Inclusion Units is to promote social inclusion in the day-to-day activities of Local Councils.


� The three main action areas are services to the unemployed; community development and community based youth initiative.


� For example, the County Dun Laoghaire –Rathdown ARD committee  includes An Garda Síochána, Community Platform, County Community and Voluntary Forum, City of Dublin VEC – Equal Transition Supports Project, Dún Laoghaire-Rathdown County Council, Dún Laoghaire Refugee Project, Dún Laoghaire VEC, FÁS, Health Service Executive, Southside Partnership, Southside Travellers Action Group. 
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