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Affirming children’s rights in 
Ireland

In an interview with Sarah Kilduff, Senator Jillian Van Turnhout 
outlines the signiýcance of the upcoming childrenôs rights referendum  
and discusses what needs to be done going forward to ensure the rights 

of the child are cemented in Irish legislation. 

- cherishing all the children of the nation equally - 
POBLACHT NA hÉIREANN

Senator Van Turnhout has campaigned 
for children’s rights in Ireland for many 
years and welcomes the upcoming 
referendum on children’s rights on 
November 10, viewing it as “absolutely 
necessary”. Speaking in the Seanad 
recently she stated: “The opportunity 
of this referendum brings us closer 
to securing constitutional change 
that will make a real and positive 
difference to all children in Ireland.” 

Yet, asked whether she feels the 
Bill will sufýciently eliminate the 
deýciencies surrounding the legal 
entitlements of the child in Ireland, the 
Senator admits that while it “strikes a 

good balance”, she would have liked 
it to extend further in a number of 
areas, particularly with regard to the 
right to identity. She feels strongly 
that the 50,000 adopted people in 
Ireland should have legal right to their 
birth certiýcate, permission to legally 
trace their identity and additional 
information, such as access to medical 
history. While she did not table any 
amendments, she intends to utilise her 
role as a Senator to “put certain facts 
on the record” and ask the Minister 
for Children and Youth Affairs to “give 
certain commitments in order to address 
where we could have gone further”. 
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Achieving a yes vote
“I have always been conscious that 
the Constitution of Ireland is there 
for the people”. The constitutional 
amendment is needed to “overcome 
legal roadblocks that are preventing 
us from fully protecting children and 
supporting families; that is hampering 
us from making decisions that are 
child-centred; and is preventing us 
from reforming our adoption laws.” In 
other countries their constitutions can 
often be “visionary” and outline what 
they want or aim to achieve whereas in 
Ireland, the Constitution is very much 
ñour bedrockò the Senator afýrms. ñIt is 
our role as legislators, to be ambitious 
on behalf of the people of Ireland”. 
The Senator intends to pursue areas 
where she believes progress can be 
made and the referendum, in this 
regard, is “a really strong starting 
point”. Should a yes vote pass on 
November 10, the ýrst element that 
needs to be pursued, from a legislative 
basis, is the drafting of a Children’s 
Bill which would serve to “articulate 
the areas that need to be furthered”. 

“I also think we should not 
underestimate the power of the people. 
If the people of Ireland, on November 
10, agree that children have rights, 
it will be interesting to see how that 
message will disseminate into policy.” 
One of the most signiýcant aspects 
of the referendum, according to the 
Senator, is that, in the case where 
the people of Ireland vote yes, there 
will be a “move from the child being 
an object into being a human being”. 

Following by example
Are there any countries in particular 
that Ireland could aspire to in terms of 
children’s rights? “The South African 
Constitution has excellent wording but 
the difýcultly is that it is more visionaryò. 
Ireland itself is “pretty good on paper 
when it comes to children’s rights, 
the difýculty arises when it comes to 
implementation”. Furthermore, New 
Zealand has outstanding childcare 
provision for children. One of the 
reasons the Senator has hoped for 
so long that Ireland would strengthen 
children’s rights is the “impact [it will 
have] on children in Ireland”. She hopes 
for Ireland to “become an exemplar to 
other countries” and be “the best place 
in the world to be a child”. We can do 

this by showing ýrstly, that ñwe take 
children’s rights seriously” and secondly, 
that “we can strike a balance between 
our economic and social values”. 
This, the Senator asserts, “is the 
Ireland I want to be part of”. Ireland 
“has always wanted to believe that we 
value childhood and children”. 

It is therefore apt, the Senator 
highlights, that the Referendum falls 
on the birthday of Pádraig Pearse who 
urged us to “cherish all the children of 
the nation equally”. While this statement 
admittedly encompassed the entire 
population and not solely those under 

18 years of age, the Senator stresses 
“it often evokes in us that we cherish 
children and I think it quite ýttingò. 

Additionally, she would hope “that 
the people of Ireland say yes, but 
say yes not as way to show that from 
here on we are not accepting excuses 
when it comes to children’s rights... 
we are shining a spotlight into every 
dark corner i.e. if a child is in fear or 
is not being supported, we, the people 
of Ireland, are saying this is no longer 
acceptable.”

Role of the media
Following the McKenna judgement, 
there is an obligation upon Irish 
broadcasters to ensure equal time is 
allocated to both sides in referenda. 
Recent commentary has expressed 
some concern in relation to this clause 
and suggested that the yes side may 
become complacent. Senator Van 
Turnhout said she would urge the 

media to engage with the Referendum 
and believes the media have a 
critical role to play. She mentioned 
the Referendum on Judges’ Pay, 
for example, where, although there 
was quite a signiýcant yes side, the 
media were still able to produce a 
large volume of material on the issue.
This time around however, “I am not 
seeing that strength or depth within 
the articles on children’s rights so far” 
which “I feel has far more breadth than 
a singular issue such as judges pay”. 

While the 50/50 rule exists, “nothing 
prohibits any media outlet from 
informing”. The public too, despite a 
general awareness of children’s rights, 
“want to understand what exactly they 
are being asked to vote on” as opposed 
to generalities about children’s rights. 
“The people of Ireland, and rightly so, 
take their constitution very seriously 
and they won’t just vote yes for a feel 
good effect, but they will vote yes if 
they believe this is the right thing to 
do. They need to know exactly what 
the wording is, what it means and they 
need to hear many different voices.” 

The Senator admits to be slightly 
concerned about complacency during 
the Referendum but assures that 
“politicians need to get out and talk 
about the referendum and “awaken 
that engagement”. Civil society 
organisations must also be active 
during the campaign the Senator says.
One example of the work by such 
organisations is the ‘Yes for Children’ 
campaign, launched by Barnados, the 
ISPCC,Campaign for Children and the 
Childrens Rights Alliance, the latter 
being the body Senator Van Turnhout 
previously ran as Chief Executive. 

Cuts to social spending 
I ask the Senator what her opinion is 
of recent statements that there is a 
contradiction between the Referendum 
and the cuts to social spending, 
to which she is keen to stress the 
difference between both areas. “I am 
a very pragmatic person and while 
I understand what is being said, 
you cannot put both into the same 
category”. The Constitution of Ireland, 
she adds, “sets our values as a country; 
it does not set our economic policy.” 
She also admits the Constitution has 
always been a barrier to real change 
in relation to children’s rights, for 
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“The people of Ireland, 
and rightly so, take their 
Constitution very seriously 
and they won’t just vote 
yes for a feel good effect, 
but they will vote yes if 
they believe this is the 
right thing to do”
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example, those children who wish to 
be adopted yet cannot be adopted. 
This Referendum will allow the courts 
to give a voice to the child and ensure 
their best interests are considered”. 

Home care for sick children 
The Senator has recently introduced a 
motion, along with a number of other 
independent senators, underpinned by 
the belief that it is in the best interests of 
a child with a life-limiting condition to be 
cared for at home and support should 
be provided to allow the child reside 
at home as opposed to in hospital. 
There are currently 1,400 children 
with such conditions in the country.

This motion she asserts, is based 
upon a three pronged analysis. It is “in 
line with government policy, is child-
centered and makes ýnancial sense, 
given the fact it costs nine times more to 
have a child in hospital than at home”. 

“This is also in the best interests 
of children and is what their families 
want.” However, while the Minister 
intends to meet with some of the 
groups involved, the Senator is not 
convinced a solution will be agreed 
but ýrmly believes it is an area that 
should be pursued regardless of the 
predicted outcome. It is a “children’s 
rights issue” whereby the parents 
“try to do what is best for their child”. 
This is “a constructive motion” yet 
the Government amendment to the 
motion, the Senator stresses, “was 
disgraceful”. “They cited inaccuracies, 
claiming that they fund the Irish 
Hospital Foundation, which they don’t, 
they give zero funding in this area”. 
That the Government can claim the 
HSE funded these programmes “was 
quite an insult to the generosity of the 
people of Ireland”. Additionally, the 
Government funds approximately 18 
percent of the Jack and Jill Foundation, 
yet in their amendment to this motion 
they claim to fund it substantially more. 

These claims resulted in the 
independent group withdrawing the 
motion to allow for talks but “we will 
come back, as a group on this issue 
because we feel very strongly that 
these children don’t have the luxury 
of time”. This is an “obvious” thing to 
solve according to the Senator, to the 
point she wonders why the debate is 
even ongoing. Parents with terminally 
ill children are currently ñýghting the 

system, rather than spending the 
precious time with their child”. “I 
do believe everyone in Ireland 
would think this is wrong and 
would be quite shocked by this.” 
The Senator does wonder if there 
are vested interests in keeping 
these children in hospital. For her, 
“it is a warning sign that does not 
bode well for the health system”. 

Internet and child abuse material 
During her time as Senator, she 
would also like to help tackle the 
issue of child abuse material on the 
internet. In the UK and Norway for 
example, they currently employ a 
system to block such material, in 
Ireland however,  “for some reason, 
internet service providers are very 
reticent and argue that it is more 
important to get to the source of 
the crime”, the Senator explains. 
She believes that it is the obligation 
of the internet service providers to 
block this content. Additionally, she 
is concerned that the EU is resisting 
the blocking of these sites. The 
Senator brought forward a motion on 
this last year and says the Minister 
intends to revert with legislation.
 
Direct provision
The Senator also says she would 
like to work towards foreseeing 
future issues i.e. “will there be another 
Ryan report in 20 years time, something 
that we will be shocked and horriýed 
by”. One area which the Senator feels 
strongly about is the area of asylum 
seeking children in direct provision 
accommodation centres being provided 
for by the State. Under the direct 
provision system, asylum seekers 
are not allowed to work or study and 
have an allowance of just ú19.10 per 
week for adults and ú9.60 for children. 
“The reality is, these children are 
being provided with lodging and food 
but the conditions they are placed in 
are nightmarish.” These children are 
here for approximately seven years in 
“appalling conditions”. The Senator is 
considering how to shine a spotlight 
on this issue. “People in Ireland may 
seem unsympathetic to this cause but 
I think this is only the case because 
they don’t know the reality of what 
direct provision accommodation is.”

Retaining her interest and activity in 

relation to children’s rights, the Senator 
is pursuing unique areas. She also 
admits that by not having an actual 
constituency, her “constituents” are 
NGOs and civil society organisations. 
Because of this, she feels she can in 
her role as Senator, raise some of the 
more sensitive issues. The Senator 
adds that she is keen to make the most 
of her time and highlight these issues 
while also considering how she could 
approach the role a bit differently. She 
also wants to be fair and honest and 
adopt a balanced stance and so does 
not consistently vote with Government 
but instead consider each issue and 
decide how exactly she feels and would 
like progress.  

With such devotion and ambition, I 
am sure  Senator Van Turnhout will be 
instrumental in the advancing childrens 
rights in Ireland in the future.  

INTERVIEW
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Jillian van Turnhout is an Independent 
Member of Seanad Éireann and an Irish 
child rights activist. Jillian is the former 
Chief Executive of the Children’s Rights 
Alliance; former Chief Commissioner 
and current volunteer with the Irish Girl 
Guides; former President of the National 
Youth Council of Ireland (NYCI) and 
current member of the National Youth 
Work Advisory Committee; member of the 
National Children’s Advisory Council; 
member of the Management Committee 
of the National Economic and Social 
Forum (NESF); former member and Vice 
President of the European Economic 
and Social Committee (EESC); former 
Secretary General of the ECB-BEC 
(predecessor to the European Youth 
Forum) and a Council member of Gaisce 
- The President’s Award. 

She is also Chair of Early Childhood 
Ireland; Vice Chairperson of the 
European Movement Ireland; and a Board 
member of Women for Election.  



 Rolling out eGovernment US style: 
Are there lessons for Ireland? 

ECONOMICS
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In Ireland, the process of rolling out 
eGovernment has been relatively slow. 
While there have been some notable 
successes in online service delivery, 
such as the Revenue Online Service  
and the Online Motor Tax operation, 
generally the pace of utilising new 
digital platforms to deliver an enhanced 
customer experience has been 
moderate.  And of course, the benefits 
of increased reliance on eGovernment 
do not just lead to faster and more 
direct services for citizens, but there 
are also real advantages in delivering 
a more efficient and cost effective 
service. New technologies are also 
key to ensuring greater engagement 
with citizens and can enhance their 
participation in policy development and 
implementation of new programmes. 

Much of the focus in Ireland over the 
last five years has been justifiably on 
reducing expenditure and increasing 
efficiencies in the delivery of public 
services. The unsustainable level of 
public expenditure and the need to get 
the Exchequer deficits under control, 
particularly since Ireland entered a 
programme with the ECB/EU/IMF, 
have firmly placed cost containment 
and controls in the spotlight. While 
some of the expenditure reduction 
initiatives may have led to increased 
efficiencies (largely through headcount 
reductions), the primary focus driving 
these programmes has been cost 
control and not a desire to be innovative 
in the delivery of public services. In a 
sense, innovation as a key plank of 
public sector reform is nice to aspire 
to, but regarded as hard to achieve in 
a time of tight fiscal controls. 

Developments in the US are perhaps 
helpful in demonstrating that new and 
innovative ways of delivering public 
services and engaging citizens do not 
necessarily require a big public purse 
and can be delivered in genuinely 
co-operative initiatives involving public 
private partnerships and NGOs. 

 

Kentucky as an example
In some States in the US the delivery of 
new eGovernment services has been 
developed by State Governments in 
partnership with commercial enterprises 
that provide a suite of online services 
as self-funded projects. For example, 
in Kentucky a collaborative venture 
between the State Government 
and Kentucky Interactive, a local 
subsidiary of NIC, a national provider 
of Government portals, online services 
and payment processing facilities, has 
developed Kentucky.gov, the official 
website/web portal of the State. 

The service operates on a basis that 
regards eGovernment as everyday 
government rather than electronic 
government and aims to mainstream 
the electronic delivery of public 
services. What is remarkable about 
the arrangement is that the various 
services that have been developed and 
delivered online have not cost the State 
tax dollars. This is achieved through a 
self-funded business model where an 
efficiency fee is applied to users of 
a select number of business facing 
services.  In other words, citizens pay 
for the convenience of using a more 
efficient online service, rather than 
conducting their business in a traditional 
paper based format.  The efficiency fee 

is typically applied to services that 
are in regulated industries that require 
a faster service, such as the legal, 
transportation, banking, insurance 
and licensed professions. People can 
still elect to do their business in a 
traditional manner, or can pay for the 
privilege of availing of a more efficient 
online eGovernment service.  The fee 
is added to the basic licence fee and 
expressed as an online convenience 
fee. For example, for the renewal of 
driving licences the fee is two percent 
of the licence charge.

While such an approach might seem 
almost heretical in an Irish context, 
where there is a drive to nudge 
citizens to the limited online public 
services available on the basis that it 
is more efficient, the model appears 
to work in the US. The self-funded 
model has been customised by 27 
US States to save millions of dollars 
per year by streamlining processes 
and reducing costs. It allows States to 
build eGovernment services without a 
budgetary impact or additional voted 
expenditure. 

The self-funded model not only 
assists with the development of new 
services that attract the efficiency fee, 
but importantly the model also provides 
a sustainable funding stream to support 
the development and delivery of other 
online services for citizens, over 90 
percent of eGovernment services 
in Kentucky developed by the PPP 
vehicle are consequently provided to 
citizens with no efficiency fee and at 
no cost to the State. From the State’s 
perspective, it seems like a win-win 
situation.  The new technologies are 
developed by a PPP arrangement at 
no direct cost to the State, which 
retains ownership of all data, oversees 
all eGovernment project priorities and 
approves all fees. A review of the 
Kentucky Government portal (www.
kentucky.gov) and some related sites 
(onestop.ky.gov) highlight the extent to 
which the State has benefited from this 

“Much of the focus in Ireland 
over the last five years has 
been justifiably on reducing 
expenditure and increasing 
efficiencies in the delivery of 
public services”

Garrett Fennell reviews approaches to developing eGovernment in the US.



arrangement. 
Code for America 
Another novel concept has been 
a move by a non-Governmental 
organisation, Code for America, 
(www.codeforamerica.org) to provide 
assistance to municipal governments 
with the development of web based 
applications that can assist to “fix 
government”. This movement aims to 
work with local government in cities 
to develop simple applications that 
can either support the delivery or 
accessibility of services to citizens and 
be more efficient, participative and 
transparent. The problems concerned 
are referred to Code for America by 
the relevant local authority and a fellow 
or intern with ICT skills is seconded to 
the municipal authority to assist with 
the development of a new application 
to help improve services around the 

deficiency identified. 
Some of the examples of work that 

Code for America has done with 
municipal governments indicate the 
simplicity but effectiveness behind the 
initiatives. For example, in Philadelphia 
there was a concern by the planning 
authorities that consultation processes 
around new local plans were not 
delivering the level of engagement 
and feedback required to inform 
the plans. To address this, Code for 
America developed Textizen (www.
textizen.com), a clever application that 
combines old technology (Posters) 
with texting, so that targeted questions 
could be put in certain areas with a text 
number to invite a particular response. 
It is really simple, but effective at 
targeting responses and increasing the 
level of citizen engagement. 

The enigmatic founder of Code for 

America, Jen Pahlka, commented that 
while the solutions developed by the 
interns or fellows might not be as 
technologically perfect as a solution 
prepared by a leading ICT company 
after years of research and spend, 
generally the solutions work and address 
the problem that has been identified 
for fixing by the municipal authority. 
“Perfection is the enemy of good”,  she 
commented and the experience of her 
organisation and approach in helping to 
improve the delivery of public services 
to citizens through such programmes 
demonstrates that the approach 
is delivering results and attracting 
attention. And what is really appealing 
is that the applications developed are 
Open Source Projects which Code for 
America strive to adapt to other cities 
in the US.

Boston
In Boston, the City Council is also 
leading a new and innovative approach 
to delivering local services through 
digital channels which are being 
led by the Mayor’s Office of New 
Urban Mechanics in the Council 
(www.newurbanmechanics.org). The 
City government has encouraged 
the development of a range of web 
based applications that can improve 
the efficiency and responsiveness of 
local government services.  City Mayor 
Thomas M. Merino, who has been 
associated with ensuring that the nuts 
and bolts of local government work, 
encouraged new structures to deliver 
innovation and change in service 
delivery.  

Many of the initiatives that the 
Boston City Council have developed 
came from low budget ICT projects 
which were brought to the Council 
by innovators. The typical project 
required small amounts of funding to 
assess their viability, which tended to 
overcome some of the procurement 
and project management blocks that 
often plague new ICT innovations by 
public authorities. One application, 
Citizen Connect, aims to help citizens 
act as the eyes and ears of the city 
authority by reporting problems that 
need repairing. A second application, 
Speed Bump, automatically collects 
information on potholes and road 
surfaces as people drive. It then 
reports this information to the relevant 
authorities with locations identified 
through the phones GPS, a works order 

is then generated to repair the road 
concerned. Other applications included 
programmes aimed at increasing 
participation in urban democracy, an 
initiative to encourage high street 
shopping, and initiatives aimed at 
assisting with education through smart 
cards, the latter are designed to both 
secure library access and facilitate 
transport between municipal libraries 
on the public transport system.

Increasing transparency 
The push towards enhanced service 
provision online has also increased the 
level of transparency on the provision 
of public services with a strong 
emphasis on eGovernment equating 
to open Government. The extent to 
which these levels of transparency 
have taken hold would be shocking 
in an Irish context. Some States and 

municipal authorities are now at a 
stage where all relevant salary details 
for each named employee are listed on 
the organisations website. Some even 
include the amount that the employee 
has received in the year to date. 
Similarly full details of public contracts 
are listed as well, again the Kentucky 
State Government’s Transparency 
Portal (www.opendoor.ky.gov) is 
instructive as is the Massachusetts 
Open Checkbook for the State 
Government (www.opencheckbook.itd.
state.ma.us) which not only lists the 
spend of Departments, but also the 
salaries of serving officials and the 
pensions of retirees! 

Some eGovernment advocates 
believe that such transparency is not 
prurient but is part of the collateral that 
the State must expect for encouraging 
a more open dialogue between the 

“The push towards 
enhanced service provision 
online has also increased the 
level of transparency on the 
provision of public services 
with a strong emphasis on 
eGovernment equating to 
open Government”

“The approach witnessed in 
the US to the development of 
eGovernment is in large part 
attributable to diminished 
barriers between the public 
and private sector”
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Government and the Governed. Jen 
Pahlka puts it succinctly when she 
says transparency is a motivator for 
efficiency and better service delivery. 
And ironically most of the officials whose 
salary details are listed in minute detail 
on their employers websites actually 
now accept this as a normal aspect to 
working in a public sector role. 

The approach witnessed in the US 
to the development of eGovernment is 
in large part attributable to diminished 
barriers between the public and private 
sector. There appears to be far greater 
mobility between employment in the 
public and private sector and a greater 
capacity for the public sector to absorb 
new people at middle and senior level 
than perhaps we have witnessed on 
this side of the Atlantic, at least until 
lately.  There is also a willingness on 
the part of the government authorities 
at both State and local levels to reach 
out to the private sector, to work on a 
collaborative basis to improve service 
delivery and to achieve efficiencies 
through wider use of web based 

technology. 
In instances where the State or 

local government has embraced an 
ambitious programme of eGovernment 
and innovation in the delivery of public 
services, this is typically with the 
fully engaged political support of the 
relevant elected officer, whether that 
is a Mayor or Governor. And in such a 
context it would seem that the officials 
seem more comfortable in taking even 
slightly more tentative steps towards 
innovation which might have some 
risks of project failure or modest cost 
exposure. But failure did not appear 
to be seen as a negative in terms 
of developing new applications and 
services, rather as a necessary part of 
the process of bringing new services 
and channels of delivery to citizens. 

Digital divide 
Of course one aspect that is common 
between Ireland and the US is the 
digital divide and the need to ensure 
that service provision is not focused 
only at sectors of society that have 

means or capacity to access and 
navigate the web, whether through 
Smartphones or otherwise. 

High speed broadband availability is a 
key enabler and Ireland may have some 
catching up to do in that regard. But as 
William Lehr of MIT makes clear, the 
future lies with pervasive computing,  
always on and everywhere connected. 
Adapting government services to meet 
this challenge remains a key priority 
for Ireland. The experience in the US 
indicates that even in times of reduced 
resources there are innovative models 
that can be employed to ensure that 
Government and citizens at least stay 
on top of if not ahead of the curve.

Garrett Fennell recently took part 
in a Boston College Irish Institute 
Programme on eGovernance 
which was funded by the US State 
Department.  The views expressed 
in this article are his own. For 
further information on Irish Institute 
programmes, see 
www.bc.edu/centers/irish/institute
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              Ireland’s EU Presidency 

Special Half-Day Seminar, Friday 10 November 2012, 9am to 1.30pm 

Public Affairs Ireland Professional Development

On January 1 2013, Ireland will undertake the six-month Presidency of the European 
Council for the seventh time, coinciding with the 40th Anniversary of Ireland’s 
accession to the EU. 

The Presidency will be crucial in demonstrating Ireland’s ability to manage the 
agenda of the EU in light of the current difýcult times, and in the context of a newly 
revived debate on the future of Europe. Therefore, it is essential that our term in 
ofýce is well-designed and effectively executed. But what will the Presidency mean 
for those working in the various government departments and agencies in addition 
to non-public-service bodies that have close EU involvement?

With this in mind, Public Affairs Ireland is hosting a tailored, focused and practical 
seminar that will address the main policy, institutional and logistical challenges that 
will arise. This seminar is taking place less than two months before the start of 
the Presidency, offering a ýnal opportunity to evaluate the preparations currently in 
place to meet the expected challenges. A smooth transition from the current Cypriot 
Presidency to the next Presidency ‘trio’ ( Ireland, Lithuania and Greece), whose 
18-month work programme is being prepared with Irish inputs, is in the pipeline but 
it is now time to take stock and put the ýnishing touches to our contribution to the 
contingency programme.

Please click here for more information or call us on 01 819 8500.

The main policy issues 
expected to arise

The liaison and 
coordination demands 
internally (across 
Departments) and 
externally (with other 
Member States and the 
EU institutions) to ensure 
effective handling of those 
policies

The distinction between 
Ireland as President 
(seeking consensus/
agreement) and Ireland as 
Member State (defending 
our national position)

Communication 
requirements nationally 
and at EU level

Topics Include:

http://www.publicaffairsireland.com/events/667-ireland-s-eu-presidency-2013
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PAI Annual HR Conference

Andrew Ferguson, CEO, Softworks; Kieran Mulvey, CEO Labour Relations Commission; Dr 
John OôDowd, Consultant; Patricia Coleman, Director, Department of Public Expenditure and 
Reform; Brendan Howlin TD, Minister for Public Expenditure and Reform; Barry OôBrien, 
Acting Director of Human Resources, HSE; Professor Bill Roche, Michael Smurýt Business 
School; Gavin Mari®, Head of Employee Relations, Central Bank of Ireland; and Mary 
Redmond, Consultant, Arthur Cox 

Brendan Howlin TD, Minister for Public 
Expenditure and Reform

First to address the delegates on 
the day was the keynote speaker 
and the current Minister for Public 
Expenditure and Reform, Brendan 
Howlin TD. 

The Minister assured delegates that 
the Government is committed to the 
Croke Park Agreement, but noted the 
need to “re-invigorate the process and 
ensure that over its remaining lifetime, 
the Agreement continues to deliver 
the scale of savings and reform that is 
required”. The real challenge for public 
service management is “to bring forward 
ambitious plans for change under this 
Agreement and to engage pro-actively 
with staff and their representatives on 
their implementation. The Agreement 
is under enormous scrutiny and there 
can be no let up in momentum”, he 
added. 

Speaking on the role of HR and 
IR in delivering reforms in the public 
sector, he stressed that in order to 
build real and sustainable change 

across the public service, HR, along 
with managers and leaders across 
the public service, must lead with the 
goal of “delivering a high performing 
public service, developing the type of 
cultural and behavioural change we 
need, developing the types of skills 
and capabilities we need, nurturing 
the talent we have and developing 
people to be the best they can be 
free from the blockages of slow and 
bureaucratic systems”. The Minister 
also emphasised the importance of the 
provisions in the agreement for binding 
third-party decisions that can bring 
disputes to finality and allow changes 
to proceed.

HR and organisational change in 
the recession

Barry O’Brien, National Director of 
Human Resources with the HSE 
offered an outline of the situation in 
which the HSE now finds itself with a 

reduction in staffing levels alongside 
significant year on year increases in 
inpatient, outpatient and day-case 
activity. In sum, there are “less people 
delivering more”. Current staffing 
levels stand at 101,836 in August 2011, 
down from 112,771, the peak amount 
in 2007. With regard to the CPA, 
Mr O’Brien believes “we have really 
delivered, yet there is a problem getting 
that recognised”. The CPA is helping 
to create a more integrated efficient 
health service, delivering change and 
reform. 

The challenge for HR is to add value 
by pursuing a proactive approach to the 
framework within which staff work, to 
promote and develop teamwork and to 
align work practices to service needs. 
Additionally, HR, he added “makes 
a key contribution to the standards 
which staff must meet and the ways 
in which staff deliver those standards”. 
He stressed the importance of building 
a strong managerial cadre within the 

The PAI Annual HR Conference took place on September 27, 2012, in the Westin Hotel, Dublin and saw 
more than 150 managers, employees and union representatives come together to discuss the future of HR in 
the public sector. The conference took place at a key moment in public sector development with the end of 
the current Croke Park Agreement (CPA) and the impending budget both acting as a backdrop to the event. 
Three main themes were addresses on the day: HR and Organisational Change in the Recession, Innovations 
in Dispute Resolution, and the Croke Park Agreement. There were three keynote speakers on each theme 

and the audience participated through lively question and answer sessions.  

              Ireland’s EU Presidency 
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Kieran Mulvey, CEO, Labour Relations 
Commission

Gavin Mari®, Head of Employee 
Relations at the Central Bank of Ireland

Delegates at the PAI Conference HR in the Public Sector, 
held in the Westin Hotel, Dublin 

health services through management 
development programmes aimed 
at building leadership and change 
management capability.

Patricia Coleman, Director, 
Department of Public Expenditure 
and Reform outlined the context within 
which HR in the public sector is being 
reformed and spoke about the CPA, 
the increased demand for services, 
and the challenge for those in HR to 
get more from less. The overall goal 
of HR reform is to achieve a high 
performing workforce that is “flexible, 
innovative and highly motivated with 
the right skills and competencies to 
deliver quality and value for money 
services to the citizen”. The task to 
move from this vision to concrete 
implementation, Ms Coleman admits, 
is “challenging”. 

Developing a strategic role for HR 
involves the development of a highly 
skilled and professional approach to 
HR. For example, the HR and Pensions 
Shared Service Peoplepoint, currently 
in transitional stage, is “a key structural 
change that will reform the way HR 
services are delivered”. This new way 
of delivering HR “allows us [to] provide 
a more efficient service but it is also an 
opportunity to transform HR across the 
system”. The strategy is designed to 
be a roadmap “to guide us through the 
short and medium term”.  

Andrew Ferguson, CEO of Softworks, 
a software company created in 1990 that 
specialise in workforce management, 
spoke on the importance of effective 
HR and in particular HR directors. 
He outlined the “multi-faceted role of 
the HR Director as strategic partner 

to contribute to the growth and the 
success of an organisation’s business 
plans and objectives, and to create 
the vision and implement HR plans 
to assist the organisation in achieving 
their overall mission and objectives.” 

As employee advocates, HR directors 
must create a working environment 
that encourages employees. They must 
empower employees to ensure they are 
“productive, contributing and happy”. 
Likewise, as change champions, HR 
managers must “minimise employee 
dissatisfaction and any opposition to 
change”. 

Mr Ferguson also mentioned some 
recent technological trends which 
include greater workforce efficiencies 
and automated absence management. 
Greater workforce efficiencies are   
currently being achieved and include 
flexible labour scheduling, optimised 
rosters, reduced overtime and workflow 
automation. Meanwhile, the Softworks 
absence management system 
“provides an end-to-end automated 
solution to manage absence”. The 
key for sufficient attendance here is 
to support legitimate cases, highlight 
non legitimate cases, create a positive 
attendance culture and create an 
attendance “habit”. 

Innovations in dispute resolution 
in the public sector 

CEO of the Labour Relations 
Commission, Kieran Mulvey’s speech 
focused on the Croke Park Agreement, 
which, he said, is enabling “change 
in a public service that has been 
characterised by an entrenched culture 
and established systems”. Leadership, 
Mr Mulvey stressed, is “critical” during 

these difficult times and requires “clear 
vision well communicated around the 
big picture but also to each public 
servant about what the service they 
deliver will look like and how their work 
will change”. 

Mr Mulvey commended the new 
Workplace Relations Reform 
programme saying it is “an excellent 
example of how the public sector can 
be reformed in a way that can save 
significant money for the exchequer”. 
The previous dispute resolution 
system by contrast was no longer 
“fit for purpose”, and was “unwieldy, 
complex and expensive” with five, 
overlapping, complex organisations, 
a lack of consistency between those 
bodies, duplication and delays.

He was also positive about the pilot 
Early Resolution Service (ERS) which 
commenced earlier this year and 
is “based on the belief that many 
employment rights complaints could 
be resolved by early intervention”. 
The service is provided by five case 
resolution officers who are assisted by 
officers from the conciliation service 
and has, according to Mr Mulvey, been 
positively received from the outset. To 
date 729 referrals have been selected 
for ERS of which 481 have been 
concluded and work is ongoing with 
248 of the cases. 

Dr Mary Redmond, Consultant with 
Arthur Cox discussed the existing and 
future reforms of dispute resolution 
in the public sector with a specific 
emphasis on the legal implications of 
such reforms. In terms of progress 
achieved so far, she said we have 
merely taken “a first step” in reform 
“but without one statute we have not 
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Joe Hanly, Empower Solutions;  Prof Bill Roche, Michael Smurýt Business 
School; and Andrew Ferguson, CEO, Softworks 

Patricia Coleman, Director, Department of Public Expenditure and 
Reform and  Liz Joyce, Central Bank

got a world class system”.
She also spoke about dispute 

resolution and employment law which in 
recent times is “increasingly becoming 
a rights subject”. She expressed 
concern saying the “danger” with this 
is a “workforce group of individual 
economic rights bearing entities” 
and doubted whether “that’s the right 
balance we should be looking for”. 

In terms of a culture change, Dr 
Redmond feels that grievance 
procedures should be more informal 
and said that recent research findings 
from the UK show workplaces with 
grievance procedures are no more 
likely to solve disputes than workplaces 
without. These findings are interesting 
and perhaps show that emphasis should 
be placed on creating a workplace 
culture of effective communication/
consultation practices as opposed 
to formal grievance/disciplinary 
procedures. 

Dr Redmond concluded by asking 
the audience: “Would it not be 
wonderful ladies and gentlemen to 
have one statute on the entire body of 
employment rights?” Indeed it would, as 
well as doing away with the “nineteenth 
century triple negative type sentences” 
we so often see in statutes. 

Gavin Marié, Head of Employee 
Relations at the Central Bank of 
Ireland described some recent  in-
house dispute resolution initiatives 
adopted by the Central Bank. Having 
joined the bank in 2010, he saw 
that changes were required and so 
a new set of collective procedures 
and rules were agreed upon. The 
previous structure was “overhauled in 
terms of engagement” between the 

Central Bank and Unite; there was 
a restructured management/union 
committee interface; and designated 
facilities were established to enable 
this relationship. In addition to this, and 
as part of the agreement, the Central 
Bank, where possible, began to utilise 
technology to support the agreement. 

The new structure also incorporates a 
set of collective negotiation procedures 
which include the use of an in-house 
tribunal with an independent chairman 
plus bank and union nominees. 
Additionally, the Central Bank provide 
for procedural adjudication which allows 
for either party to ask an independent, 
external adjudicator to offer their view 
on how things should proceed. 

Through the new performance 
management system (PMDP), staff 
are assigned one of five ratings based 
on achievement objectives including: 
1) less than effective 2) needs 
improvement 3) expected standard 
4) very high standard and 5) exceptional 
effectiveness. 

Should disagreement arise on this 
rating, staff are given the option of 
two formal processes, a grievance 
procedure or an independent appeals 
process involving a dedicated external 
person. If the independent appeals 
process is chosen, then the staff 
member waives their right to utilise 
the grievance procedure and agrees 
to be bound by the decision of the 
independent appeals officer. 

Referral to the independent process 
is likely to take place within 20 days 
of being notified of the rating with the 
date of hearing notified within five days 
of that. This also provides an impartial 
solution with the use of an external 
independent person. 

The Croke Park Agreement: 
Performance to date and future 
prospects
 
Reflecting on the CPA, Shay Cody, 
General Secretary of IMPACT, outlined 
some of the achievements to date, 
including the internal redeployments 
and the ú1.5bn of savings. Mr Cody was 
keen to stress that, while unreported, 
“the world did not end on February 
29ò when thousands of public sector 
workers left under the Government’s 
early retirement deal. Drawing on 
additional successes under the CPA, 
Mr Cody added that leave and hours 
have been standardised and sick leave 
and allowances have been reviewed. 

He spoke on the new pension scheme 
for the public service, which contains 
more favourable terms for defining new 
entrants (SNA’s, casual teachers etc.), 
and will also generate a smaller loss 
for the worker in the long run while job 
sharing or on a career break. According 
to Mr Cody, “the big ticket issues” for 
the next number of years under the 
CPA will be the Government’s reform 
announcements. In contrast, the cuts to 
Government agencies are a “relatively 
peripheral issue” due to the fact that 
agencies only provide four percent of 
public employment. 

According to Mr Cody: “What will 
generate savings is things like getting 
our act together in the public service 
purchasing, the property portfolio, 
creating shared services and I believe 
there will be targeted voluntary 
redundancies”. Finally, he said that 
he favoured a follow on agreement to 
the current one as something that was 
in the best interests of government, 
employees and taxpayers.
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Developments in public procurement: 
eProcurement and eInvoicing in Ireland

- Benefits and opportunities for the public and private sectors

Julie O’Neill, former Secretary 
General at the Department of 
Transport, spoke on the performance 
of the CPA noting that she was 
particularly struck by the success of 
developments within the Department 
of Justice bodies, which she referred 
to as a “quiet revolution”. She spoke 
on the issue of pay cuts and was keen 
to point out that although they can 
achieve significant savings in a short 
period of time, they are often the easy 
way out. This is because pay cuts do 
not change the ways things are done 
but rather “embed inefficiencies in the 
system”.

Some areas that she felt could be 
improved upon included the Action 
Plans with some being much stronger 
than others: “[there is an] unevenness 
in the robustness and the quality of 
the plans that have come forward 
so far”. Ms O’Neill would like to see 
this change and echoed the words 
of Kieran Mulvey who also called for 
more leadership at senior level. 

The former Secretary General 
cited performance management as 
“one of our big weaknesses”, and 
redeployment, “a very blunt instrument” 
as two potential barriers to change. 
Despite these problems, Ms O’Neill 
finished her address by voicing her 
support for a CPA II: “Do we need 
another one? - I believe definitely 
yes.” 

Professor Bill Roche, Smurfit 
School of Business, UCD offered 
his perspective on the Croke Park 
Agreement saying: “it provided 

a framework for managing fiscal 
consolidation and public service 
entrenchment” which meant Ireland 
could avoid “the industrial conflict, 
general strikes and often chaos 
observed in other European countries”. 
He expressed concern over certain 
sections of the media’s negative 
response to the Agreement stating that 
many “international observers would 
be aghast” at the tirade launched 
against it. This condemnation is often 
unfounded according to Professor 
Roche, adding that Irish public 
servants enjoy “employment security” 
but that the public service “is not large 
or bloated by the standards of other 
European countries” as critics so often 
claim. 

As for the future, Professor Roche 
believes Croke Park is the best way 
of “providing fiscal consolidation and 
economic recovery” in order to build 
a dynamic public service suited to a 
modern economy: “we simply need 
to start again”. What is needed is 
development of “a vision and a blueprint 
that assesses central issues”. Issues 
such as “compensation and pay-fixing 
preferences” along with “the levels of 
digression that should be allowed to 
management in different public service 
agencies and organisations”;“the 
role of outsourcing” and the reform 
of “conflict management resolution 
within the public service agencies and 
departments”. 

Professor Roche concluded by 
emphasising that addressing these 
issues is the best way to respond 
to attacks from critics of the public 
service, “but we await such a vision”.
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The conference was attended by over 150 managers, employees and union representatives
Julie OôNeill, former Secretary General, 
Department of Transport delivers her speech 

Professor Bill Roche speaking at the 
conference, held in the Westin Hotel, 
Dublin 

Consultant Mary Redmond  responds 
to questions from delegates at the 
conference



Public Affairs Ireland is organising a half-day conference on developments in public 
procurement including eInvoicing and eProcurement, for 18 October next in the Alexander 
Hotel, Dublin.

Public procurement is constantly evolving and eprocurement and einvoicing are being 
advanced by the European Commission through the PEPPOL project which Ireland has 
now adhered to. Minister Brian Hayes TD earlier this year established an e-invoicing pilot 
project within the public sector. The National Multi-Stakeholder Forum on e-Invoicing which 
is led by the National Procurement Service established the pilot with the objective of proving 
interoperability between service providers while facilitating the adoption of e-invoicing 
amongst SME’s.

The full rollout of e-invoicing could lead to multi-million euro savings for the exchequer in terms 
of reduced administrative and transactional costs, as well as providing savings to suppliers to 
the public sector. We are hoping that the Minister may be able to announce developments in 
this regard at the conference. Irish service providers in this area could become leaders in this 
technology across EU Member States through gaining a leading edge in the ýeld.

The Pan-European Public Procurement Online project (PEPPOL) was established some 
years ago by the European Commission to facilitate e-invoicing by the member States. 
Ireland has now joined 11 European neighbours who have embraced PEPPOL. While many 
European countries including Ireland already use electronic procurement to make tendering 
of public sector contracts simpler and more efýcient, most of these solutions are implemented 
solely on a national or regional level. The PEPPOL project aims to improve interoperability 
between governments and suppliers systems across borders.

This should prove to be a topical and informative conference on recent developments. If you 
are involved in public procurement across central government, local authority, State body or 
agency or private sector supplier, you need to attend this conference to learn more about 
these developments and keep up to date with possible policy changes.

Minister of State Brian Hayes TD will open the conference and, among others, Vincent 
Campbell, Director of the National Procurement Service at the Ofýce of Public Works, Alain 
Deckers, of the EU Commission, Edmund Grey PEPPOL project leader in Ireland, Professor 
Dermot Cahill, Bangor University, Philip Lee, Managing Partner, Philip Lee Solicitors, Alan 
Holland, CEO of Keelvar Systems, will make presentations.

Public Affairs Ireland Conference

www.publicaffairsireland.com

Developments in public procurement: 
eProcurement and eInvoicing in Ireland

- Benefits and opportunities for the public and private sectors

KEYNOTE SPEAKER: Brian Hayes TD, Minister of State at the Department of Public Expenditure and 
Reform with special responsibility for OPW and Public Sector Reform 

eProcurement, 
eInvoicing, PEPPOL: 
what are they?

What are the 
advantages/
disadvantages for 
public authorities/
suppliers?

What, if any, are the 
legal implications of 
moving to electronic 
communications in 
procurement?

Will dispute resolution 
become more or less 
difficult?

Is eInvoicing to 
become the norm for 
public authorities?

Are hardcopy 
invoices to become a 
thing of the past?

What actions are 
procurement officers 
expected to take?

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Half-day conference, Alexander Hotel, Dublin, 9.00 - 13.00 

Thursday 18 October 2012

Sponsored by:

Supported by:
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Public Service management perceptions 
of the Croke Park Agreement

At the PAI conference on the Croke Park Agreement in September 2010, 111 participants responded to 
a questionnaire about different aspects of the Agreement. At that stage, implementation had only just 
commenced. Two years on, in October 2012, the same questions were asked at the PAI HR Conference 

where 49 delegates took part in the survey. John O’Dowd highlights some key findings. 

Figure 1: óManagers and employees have a good understanding of the CPAô

While we are not claiming that these 
surveys are scientiýc, they do suggest 
some interesting similarities, as well as 
some shifts in attitudes and perceptions 
among those attending the two 
conferences, primarily HR managers 
from the public services. 

Not surprisingly, in 2010 levels 
of understanding of the CPA were 
much lower among employees and 
managers than today, as illustrated 
in Figure 1 below. Those who 
considered managers to have a good 
understanding of the Agreement 
more than doubled from 22 percent 
in 2010 to 51 percent today. Those 
who considered employees to have a 

good understanding of the agreement 
increased more than threefold from 13 
percent to 47 percent.

In both surveys, more than six out 
of ten managers said that they could 
deliver good services with reduced 
stafýng levels and that the CPA will 
signiýcantly improve services. Figure 
2 suggests a much higher degree 
of conýdence among managers in 
the CPA in its second year than in its 
ýrst, perhaps reþecting the degree of 
progress made over that period. Figure 
2 shows that the numbers who agreed 
with the statement ‘I am optimistic that 
the CPA will work’ increased from about 
a third (33 percent) to almost seven 

John OôDowd, consultant, speaking at the 
PAI annual HR Conference



Figure 2: óI am optimistic that the CPA will workô

Figure 3: óPublic service managers are fully supportive of the CPAô

out of ten (69 percent). In addition, far 
fewer were unsure or disagreed in the 
most recent survey as opposed to the 
one conducted in 2010.

It  goes without saying that all this is good 
news for public service management 
and for the Government. However, 
there are also ýndings that must give 
rise to concern for Government and 
senior public service management. For 
example, the proportion of managers 
who agreed that ‘managers are not 
assertive enough in implementing 
changesô increased from 63 percent to 
73 percent with a further 18 percent ‘not 
sure’. Also worrying,is the suggestion 

that public service managers are not 
as supportive of the CPA as might be 
expected. In 2010 only 30 percent 
of respondents agreed that ‘public 
service managers are fully supportive 
of the CPA’ and while this increased 
to 43 percent in 2012 it still represents 
less than half of those responding, 
see Figure 3. The percentages in the 
‘disagree’ and ‘not sure’ category must 
also give rise for concern two full years 
into the agreement.
There seems to be a signiýcant 

degree of scepticism about the 
likelihood of the redeployment element 
of the CPA being a success, as shown 

in Figure 4. In both years, only about 
one in ýve said they were optimistic 
that the redeployment arrangements 
will be a success whereas the numbers 
disagreeing jumped from 30 percent to 
45 percent over the two years. 
These ýgures may reþect the fact that 

while considerable numbers of public 
servants have redeployed over the 
past two years, this mainly happened 
through large-scale movements 
between a very small number of 
organisations, for example from the 
HSE into the Department of Social 
Protection. Nevertheless, the ýgures 
must be of concern to those leading 
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this element of the reform programme.
Finally, we asked two new questions 

based on current debates about the 
CPA. These related to the much talked 
about allowances as well as the possible 
renegotiation of the Agreement. The 
statements presented in the survey 
were ‘The allowances issue is as 
important as the media make it out to 
be’ and ‘It is better to let the CPA run its 
full course than renegotiate it now.’ The 
ýndings are shown in Figure 5.
Less than a third (29 percent) agreed 

that the allowances issue was as 
important as the media make out, while 
a little more than half (51 percent) 

disagreed. This likely reþects the 
deeper knowledge that participants 
would have of the complexity of this 
issue and may also suggest some 
defensiveness surrounding it. 
A signiýcant majority of respondents 

(71 percent) said that it was better to 
let the agreement run its full course 
rather than renegotiate it now. This is 
despite the fact that trade unions and 
some government representatives 
have put forward the idea of an early 
renegotiation. These ýgures would 
suggest that they need to argue a more 
persuasive case on this matter.
Overall, the ýndings suggest that it 

would be worthwhile investigating, on a 
larger scale, public service management 
and employee perceptions on these 
and related issues. The ýndings of 
these questionnaires might also prove 
useful in debates leading up to any 
future renegotiation of the agreement. 

Dr John O’Dowd is an independent 
industrial relations consultant. He 
is a former Director of the National 
Centre for Partnership and former 
General Secretary of the Civil Public 
and Services Union.  

Figure 4: óI am optimistic that the redeployment arrangements will be a successô

Figure 5:  Allowances and Renegotiation of CPA
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Scrutiny of statements of strategy
Government departments have published their latest statements of strategy. It is now up to the Oireachtas 
Committees to scrutinise these statements. Tom Ferris examines the process, to see if the statements provide 

sufýcient information to enable outputs to be easily measured.

Government departments are 
responsible for delivering the 
commitments contained in programmes 
for government. Under the Public 
Service Management Act 1997, each 
government department has to prepare 
and publish a strategy statement within 
six months of the appointment of a new 
Minister. These statements serve as 
frameworks for action by departments.  
A Strategy Statement shall, as deýned 
by the Public Service Management Act, 
1997, ñcomprise the key objectives, 
outputs and related strategies (including 
use of resources)” of departments. 

Of course, each government 
department has acquired good 
experience in producing strategy 
statements during the past ýfteen years. 
What is different about the current 
statements is that they were prepared 
in the face of much greater economic 
and ýscal challenges than previously. In 
addition, they have been prepared (and 
will have to be delivered) with much 
reduced resources, as the gap between 
revenue and expenditure in the public 
ýnances continues to be addressed. 
At the same time, departments have 
to do much more in helping to create 
the conditions in the economy that will 

foster a return to economic and ýscal 
stability and stimulate employment 
growth.  

Accountability to the Oireachtas
Agreeing the strategies and the 
goals is only part of the process. 
Departments also have to specify what 
outcomes and outputs they hope to 
achieve as having good output targets, 
performance measures or indicators, 
makes it possible to measure the extent 
at which goals are being achieved. 

It is interesting to note that the current 
Programme for Government places 
emphasis on having data to support 
strategy statements. Speciýcally, the 
programme states that “Performance 
indicators will be identiýed to monitor 
progress on high level priorities. Annual 
reports of departments and agencies 
will include output statements and 
audited ýnancial accounts prepared 
on generally accepted accounting 
principles. The performance information 
provided in output and outcome-
focused measurement will feed into the 
decision making process for future plans 
at political and senior management 
level”.  And that is where Oireachtas 
members, as representatives of 

TABLE A: Measuring Output – A Focus on Outputs

ñThere has always been a debate about how the Department of the Taoiseach measures success.

While we are involved in many important issues, those for which we have lead or sole responsibility are 
relatively few. We have to operate as part of a network to succeed. This makes it difýcult to directly link our 
inputs (our resources and actions) to outputs and outcomes. 

In the past, we have tended to use process-focused measures of progress (e.g. the
publication of a report or the making of a decision). This approach makes it easier to tick a box but it does 
not focus on outcomesò

Source: Strategy Statement 2011 -2014, Department of the Taoiseach, 2012

“What is different 
about the current 
statements is that 
they were prepared 
in the face of much 
greater economic and 
fiscal challenges than 
previously”
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