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1.1 Introduction

ERM Environmental Resources Management Ireland Ltd. (“ERM”) has been commissioned to facilitate the Fingal County Development Board (“the Board”) to address current issues in regard to the operation of the Board. The report is also to inform the preparation of a programme to undertake a review of the County Strategy. The facilitation process included a review of papers and other material produced by the FDB support team, the conducting of 14 telephone based interviews with a sample of current and past members of the Board and the facilitation of a workshop with Board members on the 16th February at the Roganstown Golf and Country Club. 

The overall objectives of the process included;

· The determination of the extent of member input to the work of the Board;

·  The establishment of an understanding of member concerns prior to their undertaking the formal review of the Strategy; and

· Consideration of the extent to which Board members view their membership to be a valuable aspect to their own organisational mandates and to meeting their own expectations were also a feature of this process.

1.2 Summary of Recommendations 

Arising from the current process a number of recommendations are included in this report in regard to the completion of the Review process by the Board from April to December 2005. 

In summary these are as follows;

1) The Board members (rather than the staff) need to take a more pro-active role in setting the agenda of the Board and arising issues to be addressed;

2)  The Board should determine for itself what circumstances require a multi agency response to a particular public service gap;

3) Board meetings must become a forum for raising strategic concerns that may be either blocking their organisational mandate or holding back integrated development in the County: “Looking forward and promoting solutions” needs to be a constant theme.
4) The Board has the role of facilitating an interface between regional and national policy areas that will impact upon the County;

5) The role of the individual Board member is to facilitate connectivity between his/her organisation sector with that of the Board and vice versa;

6) Specific arrangements must be put in place through a structured induction programme so that new members are equipped to understand their role and responsibilities as Board members;

7) The Board must be facilitated to engage in activities that enable their thinking beyond the box, at least once a year;

8) Periodic presentations by the Agencies on their embedding of the Strategy into their business or corporate plans should be provided for through a sub committee structure of the Board;

9) The focus on the delivery of  actions should rest with the responsible agencies within the context of integrated design, monitoring & delivery;

10) The members should focus on the future challenges facing Fingal while retaining a strategic input when necessary in the output of the sub committees;

11) A more robust reporting and communication relationship between community and voluntary representatives is required. A similar requirement applies to the Chairs of the Strategic Policy Committees;

12) The Board itself should retain its focus solely on overall strategic matters with in the first instance a strategic focus on transport in the County and its integration into the Greater Dublin Region;

13) In the review process the focus of the Board needs to be on a limited number of tangible actions that are multi agency in nature and requiring a range of disciplines.

1.3 GENERAL OVERVIEW 

There is no doubt that the Board has been and remains a successful model of active co-ordination and co-operation in many of the strategic actions it set for itself. 

Clearly it is among the better resourced Boards in the State.  It receives the active financial support of its members, from Fingal County Council in particular but other agencies as well. This has enabled the Board to undertake a high level of research and other actions that are critical to the long term interests of the County and indeed to the Greater Dublin Region. In many respects therefore the Board provides a model to other Cities and Counties in establishing a role for a multi dimensional group such as the Board. 

Of particular note is the work of the Board and the team in addressing data needs in the County, the creation of the Skills Observatory, the cohesion fund proposal of the Board, the target action plan of the Social Inclusion Measures group and the publication of sustainability indicators. 

Equally important is the networking, formal and informal that is reflected through the actions of the Board. 

Nonetheless the Board in preparing for the review process required by the Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government, recognises that it cannot remain fixed in its current practices. The current process reflects a healthy willingness to be self critical in regard to its continuing role as the critical interface between all of the key agencies and sectors in the County.

1.4 Perspectives on the Implementation of the Strategy

In general there is a sense of elements of the Strategy being delivered. This is particularly where an identified agency holds specific responsibilities for such actions. However it is recognised by the members that this does not hold through for cross cutting issues. There is therefore a view that cross cutting issues are not receiving the level of attention called for in such a rapidly growing County. There is concern about a lack of appreciation of the inter-relationships between cross cutting strategic actions and the need for multi-agency activity. 

This has led to an environment at Board level where unless there is an obvious or immediate impact upon a member the input of that member can be limited to own areas of responsibility in the overall application of the Strategy. This limits the extent to which substantive debate occurs on cross cutting issues. The few instances where such debate has arisen have generally been due to the need to respond to staff initiatives rather than members taking a lead in setting the arena for discussion.

Hence there maybe instances where the level of debate on strategic issues is limited to those with a specific mandate in the area concerned. Others do not, as a rule, seek to address concerns they may have in such instances. There is therefore limited challenging of Board members in their Strategy applications. 

Members also expressed concern about their either having a lack of an adequate mandate, or a lack of resources and guidance from central government to address cross cutting issues,

Clearly these concerns reflect the reality that most of the member organisations on the Board have specific mandates determined to a large extent by a national policy environment. It can therefore be difficult (but not by any means impossible) to seek to deliver actions that require a level of bending spend or cross organisation working.

There is a tendency to retain focus on the actual actions being delivered within the organisational mandates of those represented on the Board. This is reflected in an over emphasis on detailed reporting on specific actions to the Board. Such detail should be best left to the individual organisations so that the Board can focus on the more strategic County wide

issues, which the Board should be actively seeking to address. 

Therefore it is suggested by some members that the Board accept that most actions in the Strategy will be delivered through the relevant organisation and that its focus should be on where public service gaps arise, particularly where cross organisational responses may be called for.  Such gaps, it has been argued, cannot realistically be expected to be addressed by the Board as a whole. They should be considered at sub Board level through a realigned and thematically based committee structure that is representative of only those with specific mandates in the areas concerned. The Board should only be concerned with setting an overall guiding framework for such a committee structure. It ultimately should have the responsibility to review the output of the committees in so far as they contribute to the delivery of the Strategy. 

The Board should retain its focus on giving overall strategic guidance to such sub committees. It can then concentrate on taking upon itself a role in delivering the Strategy which is primarily focussed upon long term “big” issue matters for the whole County.

1.5 role of the Board

A level of dissatisfaction has been expressed by a number of members in regard to their setting the agenda for the Board. Other members reflecting the discussion above in para 1.3 show dissatisfaction in regard to the level of detail placed on the agenda. Clearly to respond to these concerns the Board members (rather than the staff) need to take a more pro-active role in setting the agenda and the issues to be addressed. Enabling an approach that facilitates the organisations represented on the Board to deliver their mandates has got to be a cornerstone on the work of the Board. However this does not mean that the Board as a whole needs to be aware or indeed concerned with specific actions. Rather the Board should determine for itself what circumstances require a multi agency response to a particular public service gap. This should then inform members on where and when it is appropriate to bring concerns about public service gaps to the Board for consideration by its sub committees.

This should seek to enable Board members to raise strategic concerns that may be either blocking their organisational mandate or holding back integrated development in the County. It would appear that this is relatively limited in the Board currently. The full membership needs to be facilitated and in certain instances supported to bring to the Board matters pertaining to the inability of the organisation they represent, to deliver on their specific mandate in the County. 

In addition the Board has the role of facilitating an interface between regional and national dynamics/policy areas such that there is a common understanding of the implications of changes to national/regional policies that will impact upon the County. It is the role of the members and not the staff to ensure that the Board as a whole is equipped to understand these dynamics that influence that member’s organisation.

In that regard a critical feature of the role of the individual Board member is to facilitate connectivity between his/her organisation sector with that of the Board and vice versa. This cannot be said to be happening currently. To resolve this, the sub committee structure suggested above should provide an environment in which barriers to the delivery of mandates and filling of public service gaps can be addressed, options discussed and responses agreed.

1.6 Board Needs

There is a clear recognition of the high quality of output from the support team. Nonetheless a number of practical actions would go some way to meeting the needs of the members in regard to their role.

In the first instance it is critical that all incoming new members be facilitated in their understanding of the Strategy, and its significance to the County. There has been a relatively passive engagement with the new members which must be corrected without delay if they are to be expected to take an equal place on the Board with existing members. 

While it might legitimately be expected, in regard to those coming from organisations with out going members, that their replacements will be briefed by those outgoing members it is clear that this is not the case. It is even more evident that members from sectors which do not retain a single organisation perspective, in particular the Community and Voluntary sector and the social partners, find it difficult to communicate with their sectors.  It is unfair to expect that they will have the necessary prior knowledge that can enable their active participation on the Board from day one of appointment.

 Specific arrangements must of necessity be put in place through a structured induction programme so that such members and other new members as appropriate are equipped to understand their role and responsibilities as Board members.

Without this there is little point in asking such members to actively participate in the review process, thus undermining the capacity of the process to deliver a review that is properly indicative of the experiences of the members in regard to integrated development in the County.

Furthermore it is suggested that the Board be facilitated to engage in activities that enable their thinking beyond the box, at least once a year as clearly there is considerable capacity within the Group to think strategically when given the opportunity to do so. This would as a minimum serve to retain and develop the identity of the Board. It also should ease the process towards integrated strategic development, one of the fundamental objectives of having the Board in place.

1.7 Continuing concerns 

Of note the Board recognises that the meetings it holds can provide the neutral ground necessary to discuss critical points that impact upon the County and the member organisations. This provides an environment that can facilitate inter-action. More importantly it provides a positive framework, if in place and structured appropriately, to address;

· barriers to integrated development;

· consideration of innovative responses to those barriers; and

·  generally underpin what is one of the most dynamic centres of development in the European Union.

“Looking forward and promoting solution” therefore needs to be a constant theme through which the Board should set its own priorities. 

In doing so there is a need for all members of the Board to be aware of the achievements of the Board in applying a strategic focus to the County, and of the responses of the Agencies to enabling as those charged with delivery, of achieving the delivery. Periodic presentations by the Agencies on their embedding of the Strategy into their business or corporate plans would be an appropriate means to address this communications need. Equally however while there is benefit in members being aware of organisation actions, their questioning of those organisations in the context of the strategic direction of the County as determined by the Board needs to be constantly emphasised.

A concern that has been identified is that of ensuring value for money. This can happen through the reduction of unnecessary overlap and duplication between agencies. It is notoriously difficult however, to challenge such matters unless there is a strategic framework available to those making the challenge. Therefore, without seeking to undermine the current strategy, there is a need to be realistic about the capacity of the Board to seek better value and better public services. The focus needs to be on a limited number of tangible actions that are multi agency in nature, require a range of disciplines and are applicable on an area basis. 

Taking such an approach will reduce the level of detail facing the Board. The Board members as is evident from the above and despite their best intentions do not have the time to get into detail.

1.8 Moving forward 

There are two aspects to moving forward which it is recommended become the focus for the review.

· The structures required to enable the Board to focus on strategic issues rather than detail; and

· The setting of tangible actions that can be delivered.

1.9 Board Structures/Tangible Actions 

Previously the Board had determined that a sub committee structure was not working other than in regard to the role of the SIM Group and the Economic Group. In the absence of sub structures it has been suggested by some members that the Board itself is unable to keep a focus on strategic matters. The result is that issues are being raised at Board level which might more correctly be dealt with by those whose mandate is most directly impacted. 

In such circumstances it would be useful for the Board to address the need for a limited number of sub-committees. Each should consist of representatives most involved with a particular area/theme. One useful suggestion worth considering is that of continuing to retain the eight strategic themes as set out in the Strategy. Each theme would have a strategic declaration in regard to a limited number of priority actions that the Board would adopt for implementation on the basis of a twelve month and/or three year time frame. 

The actual monitoring/review of the specifics of the action would be left to the appropriate sub committee. Each sub committee would directly address both the need for information and the issue of ensuring complementarity between member organisation plans with the overall strategy. The Board thereafter should, if it deems it appropriate, be positioned to apply strategic overview to a particular theme or matter of strategic concern at each of its quarterly meetings. These should be agreed by the Board at the previous meeting or in circumstances where something sudden arises the Board should be able to adjust its agenda as appropriate.

In regard to tangible actions a clear direction was given of the continued need to ensure that the actions contained in the current Strategy should remain. The focus on the delivery of such actions however would rest with the responsible agencies. The sub committees should be free to concentrate on cross cutting matters relevant to the particular theme, the interpretation of the member business plans in relation to the Strategy and the need to have access to information arising.

 The Board itself would thereafter focus on the future challenges facing Fingal while retaining a strategic input when necessary in the output of the sub committees.

While this proposal would carry considerable merit a high level of trust will be called for as clearly not every agency or sectoral interest can or indeed should have direct representation on the various sub committees.

A further consideration relates to the tie in between the sub committees and other committees and sectoral interests. For example the Community and Voluntary Forum remains a key consultative point for the Board and other key agencies in the County. A more robust reporting and communication relationship between community and voluntary representatives is required. This also applies to the Chairs of the Strategic Policy Committees who should bring a combined view to the Board of the Council’s role and corporate framework.

In overall terms the Board still considers that much of what is in the Strategy remains valid but that it should seek to solely focus on delivery of the great issues facing the County. In particular there is a wish to immediately centre on the transport needs of the County and how these can be addressed in a realistic and meaningful manner.

It is therefore recommended that the Board in the review process seek to re-establish a sub committee structure made up of mandated organisation representatives with the resources and responsibility for some or the entire theme to be overseen by the Board only in so far as there may be a need to set a revised strategic direction. The Board itself should retain its focus solely on overall strategic matters with in the first instance a strategic focus on transport in the County and its integration into the Greater Dublin Region.

1.10 Conclusions

The Board has the capacity and willingness to take a more substantive role in determining its own work programme (albeit that this would be a substantive change from current practice where initiative largely rests with the Director and Staff).

 It also wishes to take a lead in addressing real strategic concerns for the County. This in particular applies to a substantive move towards an integrated transport strategy for the County which would complement regional transport needs. A key indicator of progress will be to see this being reflected in the completion of the review.

If in twelve months time the Board can point to the workings of a vibrant working committee structure which is focused on strategic themes that seek to apply complementarity within the public services of the County, and a Board agenda that retains its attention on the purely strategic concerns of the County, transport being the case in point, a major move forward will have been achieved in a manner that will underpin the work of the members and their sectors and agencies.

Being positioned to demonstrate value added output based upon the above criteria will be the ultimate determinant of success for the Board.
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