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 How can PPN representatives more effectively influence their 
local authorities in general, their Strategic Policy Committee 
(SPCs) in particular?
◦ What we say about PPNs also applies also to Traveller consultative bodies, 

Joint Policing Committees, LCDCs, homeless forums etc

 This is equally for new PPN representatives…and veterans

Notes, working method, ground rules etc

 Networking is important today, so please sit beside/talk to  
people you do not know before

 You will be asked to do tasks during session

 Please turn off/make silent mobiles, computers etc



 1   Context [and first task]

 2   What do we know about SPC experience?
 [and second task]

 3   What we can do about this

 - Improve our information

 - Extend our engagement

 - Reform SPC meetings

 4   Complaints

 5 Summary
◦ [and third task]



 PPNs, SPCs part of process of local government reform 
1990s to make more relevant, participative, efficient, 
during heroic period ‘civil society’, ‘social capital’, ‘social 
inclusion’ ideas, Supporting voluntary activity (2000)

 Not actively sought by local authorities, elected 
representatives themselves.  They didn’t want them.

 Ireland not part of process of European democratization 
(1968): long term effect in public service recruitment
◦ An unusually deferential view of authority, most acutely seen in 

austerity We’re not the Irish, we’re the Greeks, we do not capitulate 
(protestors chant, Athens, 2014, on Channel 4) (some exceptions 
e.g Spectacle of defiance and hope).



‘The long march through the institutions’ (1967)
- Rudi Dutschke.

We need to claim 
high ground here, 
both on political 
principle and 
practice.

Remember:

Once you change 
who decides the 
policy, you change 
the policy itself

-Slovenian NGO 
Association



‘A strong civil society should 
play the primary role in a 

democracy’ Iveta Radicova
(right)First, a reminder of why we are 

there:

-It’s our right, in a democracy;

-Participatory democracy an 
important complement not 
challenge to representative 
democracy.

-Local groups have right to be 
heard in decisions affecting them;

-Decisions in which a wide range of 
voices are heard will be better than 
those that are not;  policies are 
better when a wide range of views, 
options, approaches  considered; 

-If we don’t, worse decisions

-So we don’t need to defend, 
apologize for our role.



What has been your experience of 
‘long march through the institutions’:

◦Were you made welcome? Felt 
accepted?

◦Have you made progress?
Gains for those you represent?



 Problems apparent from start, reflecting our isolation 
from European democratic mainstream?
◦ ‘Not being treated seriously’, legitimacy questioned

◦ Agenda determined in advance

◦ Insufficient time for discussion, infrequent  and short meetings

◦ Timing convenience everyone except V&Cs

◦ Slow, inadequate responses to representations

◦ Councillors suspicious, ‘nursery’ fear (justified)

◦ Little engagement outside meetings

◦ Late circulation of agenda, heavy information

◦ Questionable quality of administration

◦ Insufficient communication with officials



 Basic problem irony: limited opportunity for NGO intervention. 

 Positive outcomes
◦ Access to officials, councillors, other state agencies.

• Overall
◦ Improved access into local authorities for voluntary and community 

organizations, but rules of engagement still highly controlled by local 
government. No change in balance of power

• Some examples of good practice (Cork)
◦ Pre-meetings with Directors Community & Enterprise (ask for this?)

◦ Provision of training, computer facilities (ask to be put ‘on the system’)

◦ Put on civic list.  V&Cs generally aren’t, but important for informal 
meetings with councillors, officials, others.  Ask!  (Is anyone here on civic 
list?!). If not, why not?  Find out who is.



 NGO representatives did not challenge:
◦ Standing orders

◦ Lack of follow-up, recording issues 

◦ Irrelevant time-wasting presentations

◦ Frequency and timing of meetings

◦ Bad behaviour:  late documentation, agendas arriving night before.

◦ Decisions between meeting, decisions not even reaching meetings

◦ Minutes: are they published?  Where?  When? Unapproved minutes?

◦ Poor minuting of decisions

◦ No instance of bad behaviour ever censured 

 Few records of complaints mechanisms utilized

 Why not?
◦ Deferential?  Lack knowledge of rules and procedures?  Fear?



 Contrast between experienced professional managers and 
voluntary and community participants

 Different culture of meetings, doing business

 Language, initials/acronyms we don’t know

 Most participants older men (‘the suits’), familiar, confident 
using authority, procedure and negotiation, do not welcome 
disturbance to well-established ways of doing things.

 Imbalance of age, gender, experience, power, mono-ethnicity

 We are challenged to be smarter, more effective in doing so, 
called ‘asymmetric engagement’ (Joe Larragy).  ‘God is on 
not on the side of the big battalions, but the sharpest shots’ 
(Enlightenment philosopher Voltaire)

 A start is for us to develop our own new vocabulary, like ‘the 
long march through the institutions’ and over…



 Right: a Joint Policing Committee. 

 Visually evident here: 
important people sit 
higher up: round table?

 4½ inch rule

 Who decides agenda?

 Standing orders?

 Other procedures?



 Not permitted to report back on meetings until minutes are 
‘approved’ at next meeting three months later

 ‘In attendance’ at meetings, no right to speak
◦ Justified by Standing Orders, which are ‘not for public 

circulation’

 Getting items on agenda
◦ But they can disappear in council secretariat

◦ ‘Bring it up under Any Other Business (AOB) – too late

◦ Pre-scheduled presentations which waste time

 Lack of sense of ‘parity of esteem’
◦ Experience of patronising attitudes

◦ No access to computer system/network



 Following campaign 
by V&C rep, SPC 
agreed to changing 
facilities in town.

 Nothing happened 
since.

 Told ‘you got your 
commitment’, it’s over.

 What to do next?

Five months to get reply 
on response to 
homelessness, then 
proforma and 

inadequate answer

What to do next? 



 Virus changed things
◦ Some LAs improved on-line communications, response to e-

mails and phone, but not all did

◦ Some responsive to requests for 1-to-1 zoom meetings

◦ But others went into hiding…

◦ Always more difficult when you don’t/can’t meet people in 
person

◦ Zooming mean opportunities to meet officials around real 
meetings/conferences gone

◦ As did informal meetings to engage with people ‘in the 
corridors’, adjacent offices

◦ Need to reach a view on in-person, Zoom or hybrid.





 There are official statements on purpose e.g.handbook
◦ On a ‘on request’ basis

◦ Worth pursuing, facilitating ‘long march’ through additional 
institutions, esp where specific issues can be pursued

 Have not seen a dedicated evaluation
◦ But operate in less than half local authorities (43%)

◦ Confidence level in them low, less than half (42%)



 ‘Stockholm syndrome’
◦ ‘Wanting to be loved’, respected.  Not wanting to upset ‘them’

◦ How many times do we hear ‘We have a great relationship with…’ from 
groups that are clearly totally frustrated?

◦ At what point does ‘good relationships’ become collusion with poor, bad, 
avoided, delayed decisions or being excluded from decisions?

◦ We are not there to be nice, but get concrete gains for our constituency

 Our deferential political culture
◦ We rarely challenge decisions, procedures, behaviour e.g.€700

◦ Low use of Freedom of Information, formal complaints systems, 
Ombudsman-type services, WRC, media

◦ We rarely consider root issues, e.g. role of manager/CEO, staff 
recruitment and qualifications (SDCC), training, attitudes

◦ And then document, publicize them.  Do we write, talk  about them? Get 
them into public domain? Newspapers? Journals?  (over)

 Biggest challenge: our own minds, attitudes



What has been our experience of SPC 
[LCDC, JPC etc] meetings?

Would you take away from/add to list 
of problems

 If you tried to change things, what 
happened?



 Improve our information

Extend our engagement

Reform SPC meetings

Complain



 Website

 www.xyzcoco.ie

 Email: 
firstname.lastname@

xyzcoco.ie

 Institute of Public 
Administration Yearbook.  
This is a heavy hardback 
book, cost €98, order now 
for 2024 edition (Dec). 
Lists every organization 
in country and people 
therein. Expensive and 
worth it, will save wasted 
hours chasing wrong 
people.  In all public 
libraries too.

http://www.wexfordcoco.ie/


One County Council IPA list, with the names



 Involves following what county council does, publishes
◦ People must take responsibility for this, sharing it

◦ How often do we check county council website?

 Make organigram/picture of key people (‘crime wall’) 
◦ Make, maintain mailing list of them.  Really important task.

 Essential to know council approach, point of view, perspective

 Go to a county council meeting, press is best. Educational.

 Useful for information, news, people, issues, attitudes, who are 
the ‘big beasts’, finding possible champions’

 What’s not there?! 
◦ Not everything is on website, some on p599

◦ All public authorities must have up-to-date list of all documentation 
(FOIA, s8).  Few do.  Complain to Information Commissioner?

◦ Some can be extremely out of date – but does anyone ever complain?  Is 
there ever any feedback on site? To whom?  Find out!

 Two examples (over)…



 First problem: lack of 
organigram of 
personnel and not 
stated on contact@ 
addresses

 IPA Yearbook does 
have this information

 Boland rule is that 
civil and public 
servants must identify 
themselves



 www.wexfordppn.ie

 Second problem: no 
readily available details of 
secretariat, reports, 
representations, so you 
need to ask

 Task: find out

 BTW Screen shoot your 
‘Submit’ (likewise with 
complaints, later)

 Autoreply?

http://www.wexfordppn.ie/


 Get key documentation 
◦ Electronic and paper

 Set up a system to:
◦ Bookmark it, stay up to date (e.g. check it every week)

◦ Share it with colleagues.  Discipline and organization!

 Use it as a point of influence
◦ Identify locations and people of influence

◦ Use texts as instrument of accountability

◦ Challenge texts which are insufficient, to get improved texts 
in future e.g. LECP

 Always be aware of what’s not there
 You may also want them to improve information provision and 

dissemination .  A good local authority will engage. Over…/



• Last minutes posted 
December 2019

 Last annual report 
posted 2016

 This is rarely 
challenged



 Local authorities typically have:
Annual reports, Budgets, CEO report

Economic & Community Investment Programme

County council incl. SPC minutes 

County Development Plan (and local plans)

Service Delivery Plans

 In one local authority, the most up-to-date, comprehensive 
source is CEO monthly report

 You need to get these, read them, share them, find time for 
‘homework’



 Ask to meet personally, one-to-one, councillors, 
officials
◦ Irish political, administrative system strongly dependent on 

personal relationships, networking.  Again, go on civic list.

 Write, phone, doorstep people, go to clinics.

 Who we are, what we do, what we need.
◦ Conveying sense of professionalism, purposefulness, 

potential for cooperation

◦ Always be courteous.  Thank those who help (most people 
don’t: you will surprise - and they will work even harder)

 Find out their work, pressures, what they can do for 
you.  Listen to their perspective.

 Leave on page behind (over)





Dept. Rural, Community 
Development

Mazars review



PPN handbook Mazars review

P3 enables PPN to have voice 
heard, key player in open, 
inclusive policy-making, ‘full 
involvement’ in SPCs

P84 Provision for dispute 
resolution and mediation (ever 
used?)

P86 National advisory group 
(ever contacted?)

P162 Reporting template

P187 Sample MOU PPN/county 
council (?)

Not enough time for discussion
Being ‘talked over’ by 
councillors
Need councils to provide 
‘timely’ information
P26 Barriers in on-line working
P26 Poor technical support
P30 Lack of council 
understanding
P31 Lack council transparency
P32 Need for councils to 
engage respectfully





 County Council 
meeting 
September 2021

 Councillors 
Hynes, Forde 
concerned, 
complained

 But no 
reference to 
voluntary and 
community 
(V&C) 
relationships



 Be alert to candidates 
emerging

 Make early opportunity 
to meet, present case, 
build your allies ahead of 
everyone else

 They will remember

 Make arrangements to 
keep in contact

 ‘Book knowledge’ is 
important, but 
‘personability’ even more



 Why do you want to be there?
◦ Change policy/practice/funding/priorities?

◦ Change behaviour: stopping, starting, changing

◦ Influence decisions

◦ Access officials?

◦ Improve accountability e.g. get reports published

◦ An example: camera surveillance Traveller sites

 Where do you want to be in 1/3/5 years?
◦ What would you like it to achieve by then?

 What specific impact can I make?
◦ One specific, selected area to make a distinct impact

◦ Who might support it – potential allies?



 Knowledge procedure, functions, rules

 Mastery of own issues

 Read documentation (critically)

 Get there early; greet, introduce self to others
◦ Act confidently, even if/particularly if you don’t feel it

 Don’t sit in group! ‘diamond’ the meeting (Nixon)
◦ This is why shape of room and table matter

 Time
◦ After process important too, checking things agreed are actually 

done.

◦ Get to all meetings, on time and all of them.  Formally complain 
if they are changed complain if you can’t go.



 Ask for your item on agenda – in advance
◦ And early on

 Make sure you have chance to present
◦ Colleagues to support

◦ Specific things you want done

◦ A decision to be reached

 Get agreement on who-does-what follow up
◦ Noted and that progress is reported to you

 Make sure your contribution is properly minuted
◦ If a presentation, that it is circulated

 Next, let’s look at some actual meetings…







• Environment Groups Network (Thematic)
• Quarterly Saturday morning meetings
• Council staff attend for Q&A and updates
• Always precedes SPC meeting by 2 or 3 weeks
• Member groups decide on what to feed into the next 

PPN Rep SPC agenda item
• Council staff can stay for networking
• PPN SPC reps (4) meet on Zoom meeting at least a 

week before the SPC meeting convenes to clarify PPN 
input

• Feedback at next quarterly meeting



Environmen
t Groups 
Network

(Thematic) Quarterly 
Saturday 
morning 
meetings

Council staff 
attend for Q&A 

and updates

Always 
precedes

SPC 
meeting by 
2 or 3 weeks

Member 
groups 

decide on 
what to 

feed into 
the next 
PPN Rep 

SPC agenda 
item.

Council 
staff can 
stay for 

networking.

PPN SPC reps 
meet on 
Zoom 

meeting at 
least a week 
before the 

SPC meeting 
convenes to 
clarify PPN 

input

Feedback at 
next quarterly 

meeting







Shape of room, 
table

Non-availability 
minutes

In attendance, no 
right to speak

Items for agenda 
disappear

‘Parity of esteem’

Get round table, free seating, cite 
examples elsewhere (WCC, DLR)

Ask for unapproved minutes.  Make 
and circulate your own.

Wrong.  Get standing order, 
handbook.

Don’t approve agenda at start of 
meeting.  Vote on it.

Name it.  Press there? Meeting?



Unacceptable agenda

Minutes don’t reflect 
decisions of last 
meeting

If chair always goes 
against you

‘I’m only following 
standing orders’

Don’t know people

Propose running order be 
changed/amended  If no, call 
vote.

Propose amendments.  If 
refused, call vote.

Question impartiality, motion 
censure, ask for independent 
chair

Don’t believe it!  Get SOs.

Handbook requires fairness.

Name markers!



‘Have to delay item, 
council official not 
here’

Lengthy irrelevant 
presentations

Your views not in 
minutes

No.  (1) Ask why not?  (2) Ask 
that meeting be adjourned, not 
closed till he is available and 
then resumed (in a week?).

Ask how was this agreed without 
consent?

Insist on circulation-only

Ask they be formally recorded, 
don’t approve minutes till so.



Blinded with statistics

GDPR

Can’t circulate minutes till 
approved

Decisions made before 
meetings

No. Ask for details circulated on 
paper first.  Why not provided 
earlier?

No. Which section of GDPR?

No, circulate unapproved minutes.  
Make, circulate, publish your own 
(it’s not a criminal offence!).

Ask: why it could not wait?

Why no off-line consultation 
first?  Make formal objection, 
undermining SPC etc.  Why no 
special meeting etc?



Representations made 
but not acknowledged 
or responded

Multi-month delay in 
responding to detailed 
representations, 
questions on housing, 
eventually an 
inadequate pro forma 
response

Ask why not (discourtesy? 
inefficiency?).  Ask for full 
explanation.  Then bring 
through complaints 
machinery

Challenge (1) delays (2) 
details point-by-point; ask 
for formal meetings; formal 
complaint.  Most LAs  have 
rules on delays. Document 
all.



Councils and 
media

Do we identify brief, 
council correspondent on 

local newspaper, radio?

Do we follow local council 
in newspaper?

Do press attend SPC 
meetings?  (why not?)

They will if there’s a story.

Do we ask for features? (e.g 
right)

Slots on local radio?

Do V&C organizations 
attend councils/SPCs as 
accredited press? If you 

have a newsletter, you are
press.



Finally, do 
we tell story?

This goes out to all 
local authorities all 

round country.  They 
read it.

Remember an 
editor’s biggest 

headache: how to fill 
next issue? Articles 

welcomed.

Also, Administration, 
Journal of Institute 

of Public 
Administration.



 Organizations working with homeless presented to full Dublin 
City council 1980s.  Anyone can ask.

◦ - Got good press; support from unlikely councillors

 2016: two researchers invited to present report on homeless crisis 
to Fingal SPC November 

 Their information, analysis, proposals welcomed by PPN reps, 
councillors, reinforced their position

 Local authority housing manager strenuously defended Housing 
Assistance Payment (HAP) as its only response to homelessness

 But PPN reps made no challenges, even though government had 
set down multiple responses

◦ Local authority was not observing Housing Act, 1988

◦ Problem: lack of knowledge base to challenge manager

◦ PPN reps had no motions, proposals ready for meeting



 Galway County Council adopted a new eviction policy, which 
increased risk of unjustified eviction of people with mental 
health issues (e.g. homeless people)

 Galway Simon Community assembled case for eviction policy to 
be human rights compliant, based on United Nations

◦ i.e. fair notice, grounds presented, hearing, appeal, right to 
representation; if no, case conference social services

 Presented to SPC, with documentation

 Built coalition of support from other groups esp. Travellers

 Continuous briefing of councillors
◦ Those hard to convince asked to at least not oppose proposals

 Took a long time…and worked.  Clear proposal, textually 
supported, making it hard to say ‘no’.



 Dundalk: long-standing problem of smog, especially affecting 
low-lying local authority estate.  

 Government: can’t designate it a smoke-free zone unless local 
authority agrees.  

 Campaigners worked with doctors to document air pollution.  

 Presented case at local authority. No!  What problem?  Air 
pollution monitors: we are ‘within normal limits’.

 Campaigners found monitor: installed on top of church at top 
end of town.  Council would not back down, have to admit it was 
wrong to install it there.  Eventually persuaded to install second 
meter in local authority estate: shock readings.  SFZ.

 Lessons.  Get councillor(s) on side.  Be clear what you want, know 
procedure.  Document.  Don’t take no for answer, esp. technical 
answers. Ask obvious question: where is monitor?  Nobody likes 
admitting being wrong.  Bus ramps Cork similar case.



 Group of scientists and astronomers spent a year writing polite 
letters asking for a meeting with officials to discuss light 
pollution which made astronomy impossible, but which could be 
abated by a series of practical measures which they outlined (e.g. 
downward facing lights replacing Rottweiler lights).

 Eventually asked written question:

◦ Was he aware that this group of eminent scientists and 
astronomers had been trying to get a meeting for a year?

◦ Was it normal and acceptable to treat responsible scientists in 
this way?

◦ Would he now facilitate meeting between them and his 
officials? 

 Meeting agreed within hours. 





 Disagreement over policy is not basis for complaint
◦ But not following procedures, guidelines, failing to respond, 

denying information are

 First, there are specific systems for PPNs; local 
authorities but exhaust existing procedures, line-of-
command first (IPA Yearbook); parties for councillors

 Administrative ‘maladministration’: Ombudsman
◦ Slow, technical, but you will get their attention

 Documentation: Freedom of Information (FOI)
◦ Slow, difficult process, hard to win, 3 stages (request – internal 

review – commissioner).  You can publicize your complaint 
experiences (‘What are they hiding?’)



Before going on to 
complaints, has anyone here 
made a formal 
complaint…and what 
happened…?





◦ Not always top of the website 
(‘customer charter’): you may 
have to search for it

◦ Staff seem unaware of 
procedures – not well known

◦ Difficult to get rulings

◦ Annual reports may publish 
some limited records of 
complaints

◦ Assumption: few complaints 
= maximum happiness.

◦ Not true.  It can just mean 
that nobody knows how to use 
the system and it is 
unadvertised.  A good 
authority will drive up 
complaints.







 Use county council system.  

 Question chief executive
 By letter

 Formally at council meetings, ‘send 
for a report’ (over)

 Ask for opportunities for you to 
make presentations

 Motions for discussion, approval 
(over)

 Write letters for you

 Get you access to CEO, officials

 Advice and contacts

 Raise issues inside their parties

 Some will be interested to 
champion particular issues.



Motion on changing rooms…?  Explanation lack of progress?

Dublin has homeless 
crisis, but local 
authority has not 
collected €30m in 
development levies 
owed





Next ones, 2022-7 due

LECP will give you formal 
perspective on social 
inclusion, local and 

community development, text 
to which you can hold the 

county council accountable, 
basis of your contribution to 

next plan. Some officials may 
be astonished if you read 

them. You need an analysis of 
present plan, its utility, what 

you need in next one.  In 
‘battle of texts’ it is only as 

good as your ability to use it 
to hold county council to its 

sentiments and concrete 
commitments.



 Effective SPC engagement depends on:
◦ Working SPC inside + rest of county council outside it

◦ Asymmetric engagement: being more effective than other side, 
sharper shots vs the big battalions (Voltaire)

◦ Knowledge of county council, how works, procedures, people. 
Finding champions and allies among councillors, officials

◦ ‘Book skills’: knowing, using key texts.

◦ Meeting them: our person-to-person skills

◦ Plan: what exactly we want changed.  Our solutions, our ‘single 
page’ of who we are, what we want.

◦ Changing our behaviour too: finding time for getting information, 
meeting officials, representatives.  

◦ Changing our mindset, attitude. Being prepared to complain, 
challenge.

◦ Our agenda: long march through the institutions (Dutschke)

Next, practical task…



 Work in groups, first appointing a note-taker or 
reporter for the key issues.

 Plan a campaign what you would like to 
change in your SPC over next year and how 
you could do that.

 Reporter to share 5 key points with full meeting at end

 Thank you.
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