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Brief Summary of Presentation.

The presentation provided an outline of the enabling context for the establishment of partnerships in Ireland. The current model and the interlinked role of Pobal, an intermediary organisation set up to coordinate, manage and support partnerships, was described. The factors, which underpinned the growth and success of the partnerships and the contribution of an intermediary in support of that achievement, were outlined, as were some of the learning aspects that have arisen against a context of a national rationalization of partnership structures.

Irish Partnerships

The first partnership in Ireland were established in 1991 against a background of significant national socio-economic challenges including high levels of unemployment, emigration and conflict in the North. An enabling policy environment existed however for the establishment of partnerships. Amongst other factors, Government recognised the potential of civil society to contribute to addressing the serious challenges that abounded. In addition, a succession of National Agreements involving Government and the Social Partners set priorities with respect to wage agreements, fiscal and socio -economic matters. This was mirrored at local level by the decision to set up partnership companies through which key sectors could be brought together with a shared commitment to tackle persistent problems that faced disadvantaged areas. An emphasis was placed on encouraging coordination of effort across all sectors to address, in particular, the problem of long-term unemployment. The EU played an important role in the gestation of partnerships as a funder.  Equally important though, were its policies of support for decentralisation and the emphasis on social solidarity. Finally, the management and control systems established through the EU finding period were implemented and continue to be influential. 

Partnerships are not for profit companies operating under Company Law. Their boards are made up of four sectors, the state, social partner, public representatives and the community and voluntary sector. They develop and implement strategic plans for their geographic areas based on widespread consultation and analysis of need. The focus is on addressing socio- economic disadvantage. The themes of their work are broad and include labour market initiatives, social enterprise, educational and community development actions. Partnerships in Ireland were in receipt of funding from the EU both ESF and ERDF until 1999 under the CSF for Ireland.  Since then they have been mainstreamed within successive Government Department budgets.

 Pobal

 Pobal is a company established by the Irish Government in agreement with the EU in 1992. It has responsibility for the national management, coordination and support of the partnerships. In addition, it currently manages several other programmes on behalf of Government, a number of which are EU funded.  Pobal operates under company law and legal requirements that apply to public bodies. Its role in relation to partnerships includes, developmental and technical supports, appraisal of plans based on clear criteria and guidelines which it publishes, allocation of budgets, financial and performance management and audit functions, evaluation and research. It also identifies best practice and informs policy on the basis of analysis of the lessons learned through the work of the bodies funded.

Key Success Factors in the Irish Model

The intermediary organisation 

The role of an intermediary such as Pobal is important to the establishment, and development of partnership. An intermediary is well placed to:

· Provide overall coherence and coordination to the partnerships work. 

· Facilitate the aligning of ‘top down’ national/OP requirements with bottom up responses. The provision of tools and supports to enable high-level goals to be operationalised at a more local / county level needs assistance. National reporting and accountability requirements imply the development of, and training in, procedures and guidelines. The intermediary is a key consultative and facilitative  ‘space’ that enables policy and procedures become a reality while also  providing sufficient flexibility to unlock local commitment and ownership. 

· Support partnerships. These supports need to be operated in a strategic manner with due regard to the evolving policy and institutional environment and the challenges facing partnership organisations at the different stages in their development. In the Irish context, in the early period, this involved training and guidelines regarding   the management and control systems expected, setting high standards in HR practice and good governance. It also involved advice on the ‘how to’ in the establishment of partnership structures including methodologies that were likely to be successful in engaging participation of the key stakeholder groups.  It required skills in deepening partnership processes and building commitment to the principles and focus of the work.   Later stages of partnership benefited from specialist expertise with respect to programme content areas, Pobal’s formal links to Departments including through seconded staff that assist in advancing alignment between the work of partnerships and state agencies and the development of framework and protocol agreements.  A challenging review and learning culture has been promoted together with the implementation of case study and research strategies. 

·  Manage a programme and if appropriate, to take corrective or remedial action where a partnership is not functioning optimally or where there are issues of concern. In this regard, a key need is the ability to take the necessary steps on the basis of clearly publicised and understood criteria and procedures. 

· Utilise the knowledge gained through an analysis of partnership work, to comment authoritatively and objectively on the impacts, the successes and indeed the lessons learned through the investment.   It has been the Pobal experience that through effective links with partnerships, state agencies and other bodies, it is able to contribute positively to the policy evolutionary process.

All of these activities have facilitated the establishment and development of partnership to their present level.  

Key success factors in the Irish partnerships themselves 

These have been as follows:

· The development of organisational capacity and with this, the generation of the confidence of the wider community. This has enabled partnerships develop as a significant local infrastructure which is capable of playing a catalytic role drawing in wide ranging resources to address complex and emergent issues. 

· Transparency and accountability in the formal technical sense, which is vital, but also other forms of accountability to nominating sectors and the wider community  through feedback loops, openness  of approach and information strategies developed.

· Learning by doing in the early stages tended to happen, but over time, partnerships developed and were encouraged and supported to develop, their strategic capacity and this is acknowledged and encouraged by Pobal through budgetary and other mechanisms. 

· Delivering significant results in terms of numbers, for example, of placements in employment, community businesses developed, young people maintained in education, and social capital developed. They have also delivered in terms of additional monies and services levered into their areas.

· Ability to target and reach deep into marginalized sections of the community through techniques such as ongoing consultation, participation of target communities themselves in the decision making processes of partnership, creative outreach approaches etc. 

· Attention to maintaining the commitment of partners through developing and adhering to a corporate view while attending to the agendas of the various stakeholders at all stages of planning and implementation.

· A key success has been the contribution to governance, developing the capacity of the community to engage in organisational and decision-making fora by utilising an active community development approach. 

· Working with local service provision to make it more effective and responsive has been a positive partnership achievement and there are many good examples where local piloting of initiatives have led to new service initiation by state bodies.

Learning Points Against a Back -drop of Rationalisation

In tandem with the successful features above, has been recognition of the need for rationalisation of partnerships in Ireland. This has been driven by a number of factors which, while perhaps nationally specific, have, it is suggested a resonance elsewhere. The challenges and questions posed    relate to the link between local government, the political system and partnerships, assurances needed by Government when authority for decision making and resources are decentralised to local partnerships and an intermediary structure, questions of overlap of responsibilities, lack of partnership coverage in some areas, and value for money. In response, under Ministerial direction, a number of steps have been taken to further address these matters including bringing together partnership and LEADER groups in rural areas, reviewing mandates and governance structures including an additional strengthening of links with the local government and political representative systems.  The change process will reduce the number of bodies involved in partnership type activities to 55 and, in another change, the board of Pobal is now decided by Government following nominations from the social partners and other stakeholders.   The review and change process has also reconfirmed many of the key success factors of the Irish model as positively identified previously through evaluations and studies.  However, other underlying challenges remain. There is nothing new about the questions iterated below some of which are inherent to the partnership way of working itself. They are however taking on an additional urgency in the Irish context at the present time. The lead Government Department, partnerships and Pobal are proactive in reviewing some of these key questions with a view to strengthening the impact of the partnership way of working and providing the necessary evidence of outcomes in more effective and readily communicable ways. 

1. One such question relates to their remit. Partnerships can undertake a wide range of activities to deliver on their plans in Ireland. Consideration needs to be given as to how best to sharpen the overall strategic focus of the programme that shapes their work. In addition, further clarity is necessary with respect to their function and role and a greater level of agreement must be achieved regarding same. Is their role one of service delivery or research and piloting of new initiatives? Are they catalysts for the partners to deliver on their goals within the scope of a set of national programme? Are they in the business of co-ordination   of services or should their primary focus be in contributing to deepening democracy and local governance arrangements? Currently partnerships play to a greater or lesser extent all these roles but a greater refinement and agreement of focus is necessary.

2. This is particularly so if one is to address the further question of visibility. Partnership work   can be less obvious as achievements are a result of a collective enterprise, ownership is shared and the role played sometimes hidden and can consequently be minimised. How can the contribution be better profiled?

3. Partnerships face the twin challenge of demonstrating impact and value for money. While these matters have of course been addressed to date, the challenge remains for more robust methodologies and systems. 

4. Finally a lesson from the Irish experience is that while policy learning has taken place and tools and mechanism are in place to some extent at national level, to derive maximum benefit from the partnership efforts, firmer and more systematic methodologies and systems are required.

It is hope that some of these key success factors and indeed the questions that need to be addressed further, converge with   issues arising elsewhere and  Pobal and the Irish partnerships look forward to on going  reflections and dialogue  across national boundaries. 
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