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FOREWORD

 By MR. GAY MITCHELL, T.D., Minister for European Affairs and Local Development, Ireland


When I was appointed as Minister for European Affairs and Local Development, I felt that it was important to have the benefit of objective international expertise in order to help us realise the full potential of the local development initiatives that have been established in the past few years.  Knowing of the work of the OECD and the importance that it attaches to the concept of local development,  I was pleased that the LEED Programme took up my suggestion to undertake this study.


The OECD report will make a significant contribution to the process of self-evaluation and further development of policy in the field of local development, not only in Ireland but also elsewhere in the OECD.  I welcome the analysis of the strengths of innovative partnership structures in promoting economic development and combating unemployment at the local level. The Irish government will reflect carefully on the lessons to be learned from this analysis.  I hope that it will be of equal value to those seeking to tackle the major challenges of our time through similar policy innovations.
FOREWORD

by the OECD Secretariat


In an increasingly complex and interdependent world, many of the issues governments have to address  -- ranging from improving economic competitiveness to fighting unemployment and combating social exclusion -- have an important spatial element. Because national macroeconomic and structural policies alone are unable to manage this diversity, policies addressing specific issues in target areas are needed to complement and reinforce the traditional range of policy instruments. As well as improving the efficiency of public policymaking, area-based approaches also permit policies to be more socially inclusive and help ensure the social stability and cohesion without which economic growth and structural adjustment will be obstructed.  In recognition of this, the OECD Council created the Territorial Development Service, which brings together units dealing with local, regional, rural and urban policy issues.  Thus, the initiatives of the Irish government reviewed in this report are consistent with, and even exemplify, trends in policy analysis within the OECD.  It is in this context that the Local Employment and Economic Development (LEED) Programme of the Territorial Development Service took up the request of Mr. Gay Mitchell, T.D., Minister for European Affairs and Local Development, to assess Ireland’s local development experiments.


Over the past few years, the Irish Government has introduced a series of institutional innovations aimed particularly at reducing the incidence and mitigating the effects of long-term unemployment.  The core of the experiment was the creation of urban and rural area-based partnerships to address issues of social exclusion in a more flexible, decentralised and participative way.  These partnerships exert a strong influence over an increasing part of the local activities and expenditures of the agencies of national government (including training, welfare and enterprise promotion) and can tailor their activities according to local circumstances and insist on the provision of services perceived as necessary by the partnership.  


This report presents compelling evidence of the potential of this local partnership approach as the springboard to a new response to economic and social problems.  The Irish local development groups discussed here, notably the Area-Based Partnerships but also other similar entities, embody a number of features in terms of their organisation and structure that are extremely innovative and could well serve as a model for similar initiatives elsewhere. Moreover, as this report shows, they have produced results which suggest that some of the most pressing issues affecting OECD countries can be tackled in a manner that is effective, innovative and oriented towards broader principles such as social justice and subsidiarity. 


Several particular elements that distinguish the local partnership response are highlighted in the report:

the partnerships have provided models for widening participation in processes of change within the economy and society. The partnerships act as conduits for local involvement in formulating strategies, channelling resources and implementing policies to deal with issues of local, but also national and international, concern, such as unemployment and inequality;

policies undertaken through the partnerships draw directly on local experiences; for example,  programmes for the unemployed are set up by local unemployed people themselves and enterprise creation programmes build on the expertise of local businessmen;

local partnerships have succeeded in adapting the objectives and resource allocation of state agencies within their areas in order to better meet local needs;

the national policies of social welfare provision have been directly affected by the activities of local development groups who have communicated their concerns about problems of targeting and emphasis to the central government; and

they have given a positive, practical example of hitherto somewhat abstract concepts such as public-private partnership, area-based programming and even subsidiarity.


This report describes specific partnership groups in order to analyse their method of operation and shows how the attention paid at the outset to giving local interests a real voice has borne fruit in a stream of innovative projects which are now influencing and informing the activities of government. Although not all partnership groups are examined in this report, the examples presented are sufficient to suggest that if all local development activities can be helped to match the achievements of the best, then approach has enormous potential for Ireland and for all OECD countries.


Despite these initial successes, the anomalous character of the partnership programme within the public administration represents a weakness that needs to be addressed.  This weakness revolves around three main issues: institutional legitimacy, democratic legitimacy and calls for rationalisation , which together or separately could threaten the continued existence of the partnership groups in their present form.. The recommendations of this report therefore deal with how to strengthen the institutional place of local development groups, help them respond to questions of accountability and attempt to define their role vis-à-vis that of other local development groups.  Fundamentally, we conclude that a more stable framework .needs to be put in place, but that the partnerships must retain the freedom to innovate that defines the programmes in their present form. .Given a more stable footing, through a process we term “democratic experimentalism,” the local partnerships could have an important role to play in provoking reform of the public administration on the basis of active participation by citizens in the decisions that shape their lives.


The LEED Review of local development in Ireland was written by Charles Sabel, Columbia Law School, with the assistance of the OECD Secretariat.  It follows an expert study group that visited Ireland in October 1995.  The group was led by Charles Sabel and comprised Jean-Claude Bontron, Director, SEGESA, France, John Elliott, Head of the Training and Enterprise Council (TEC) Research and Evaluation Department, UK, Michael Förschner, Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs, Austria, Hans Pflaumer, former State Secretary for Regional Policy, Germany, and Nilgun Tas, Vice-President, Small and Medium Industry Development Organisation, Turkey.  Parts of Chapter 2 are based on the conclusions of an ad hoc contact group assembled by Rory O’Donnell, National Economic and Social Council, Dublin, and David Jacobson, Dublin City University.  The views expressed by the authors do not necessarily reflect those of individual study group members.  It is published on the responsibility of the Secretary-General of the OECD.  


The LEED study group would particularly like to thank Mr. Rory O’Donnell, Mr. Paul Cullen, and Mr. Dermot McCarthy for their assistance with the preparation of the report, and, of course,  all of the people who welcomed the study group on their visit to Ireland.
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CHAPTER .
INTRODUCTION AND STRUCTURE OF THE REPORT

Introduction


Ireland is embarked on an innovative experiment to reduce the incidence and mitigate the effects of unemployment while further encouraging the development of an open, competitive economy.  At the core of that experiment are 38 Area-Based Partnerships (initially 12) in urban and rural communities created by the Irish Government and the Structural Fund of the European Union (EU), beginning in 1991.  The task and opportunity of these partnerships is to reconsider the problems of un- and under-employment within their home jurisdictions and devise effective responses to them that the central government alone could not discover, but to which it may refer in reforming its own administrative structures and, above all, in improving the connection between these and local communities.  


Legally the partnerships are independent corporations under Irish company law.  Their boards group representatives of local community interests, including the unemployed, representatives of the national social partner organisations of labour and business, and local or regional representatives of the national social welfare, training, or economic-development administrations.  Through this structure, the partnerships often have de facto authority over a significant share of the local activities and expenditures of core agencies of the national government.  In addition, they have the right to provide services and build institutions not contemplated by the statutory bodies.  They thus pursue,  simultaneously, area-based economic development and the local, integrated implementation of national programmes connected to it; and they do so in a way that blurs familiar distinctions between public and private, national and local, and representative and participative democracy.  


The preliminary results of this deliberate effort to foster development and welfare through new forms of public and private local co-ordination are extraordinarily promising, if still inconclusive.  In five years of operation, urban partnerships have developed innovative techniques for retraining and placing the long-term unemployed and building potentially self-sustaining firms that provide both training and jobs for them.  They have also established new programmes to help early school leavers and single mothers, and to encourage community policing and the management of housing estates by their tenants.  Rural partnerships have found ways to increase employment opportunities for under- rather than unemployed groups, and to rebuild communities depleted by outmigration.  


Together these innovations may form the foundation of a new model for transferring marketable skills to vulnerable groups and communities, unexpectedly providing the opportunity for them to participate in the kinds of activity broadly characteristic of the modern sector of the economy, from which they are normally excluded.  These innovations, moreover, are accompanied by local proposals for adjustments to the rules governing eligibility for social welfare benefits whose purpose is to make participation in the new programmes broadly affordable and attractive, and to remove the disincentives that often deter the most needy from exploring their possibilities.  All of this activity grows out of and reinforces an exchange of views and proposals between public and para-public agencies and the persons who use their services that is subtly reshaping their shared understanding of which local problems to address and how.  One result of this mutual dedication to an urgent, common task is remarkable care in the use of resources and, so far, avoidance of the self-dealing that might jeopardise the reform project.  


But these promising beginnings are little more than that, and many of the harshest tests of the partnerships and their innovations surely lie ahead.  The threats to their continued vitality and expansion are many.  First, there is the vulnerability that results from the partnerships’ anomalous character.  The discretion they exercise in the control of public resources is nowhere authorised by precise administrative rules nor sanctioned directly by the vote of concerned citizens, or even indirectly through a mandate from their local elected representatives.  These anomalies invite criticism from civil servants or elected public officials, who view the partnerships as competitors for their authority, or, less narrowly, because the uncontrolled delegation to groups of uncertain legitimacy offends their sense of democratic propriety, legal order or public accountability.  This criticism is in part blunted by the circumstance that at least half of the partnerships’ current funding originates in Brussels.  But if the origins of the partnerships’ funds makes them less perturbing as a claimant on domestic resources, those same origins redouble the suspicion in some quarters that the partnerships are an artificial and extraneous body.  Second, there are the vulnerabilities associated with the confusing profusion of new, self-avowedly innovative institutions, some with overlapping jurisdictions.  


The partnerships are at the core of a new localism in Ireland, but they are not alone.  They were preceded and in part inspired in Ireland by other local development partnership initiatives, particularly in rural areas; they have in turn spurred development by the government of County Strategy Groups to help co-ordinate the projects that they have launched.  The very novelty of these institutions makes it impossible to specify exactly the division of labour between them, to say nothing of whether each is well suited to its task.  As conflicts and insufficiencies have begun to emerge, so too, we will see, have calls for simplification that, at the limit, would put the new entities under the supervision of the old.  


Third, it is unclear what lessons, if any, the central offices of the national welfare and development agencies on the one hand, and the social partner associations on the other, are drawing from the new forms of collaboration between their local representatives and the successful partnerships.  Nor, for that matter, is it even clear that partnerships in similar circumstances are learning from one another’s successes and failures.  But if successes are not generalised through some combination of national reform and local adaptation, it will be impossible to test whether, taken together and extended, the innovations can make a large enough improvement to the well-being of communities to justify the substantial engagement of volunteers on which their progress until now has depended.  If local business groups and community associations despair of progress, their representatives will stop volunteering, the local consensus that animates the partnerships will weaken and co-operation will turn to opportunism.  


Finally, all these vulnerabilities are exacerbated by the imponderables associated with the continuance of financial support from the EU.  The current arrangement, negotiated between the Irish Government and the European Commission, ends in 1999.  By then, the Irish economy, for reasons to be discussed below, may be too successful to qualify for assistance on anything approaching the current scale. If the problems of legitimacy, confusions of jurisdiction, and erratic exchanges among partnerships and between them and the central authorities are not being successfully addressed before the scheduled renegotiation of financing, there is little chance of beginning the process afterwards.  


But despite its uncertain outcome, the Irish situation commands broad attention now.  The problems to which the experiments respond are common, almost universal among OECD countries; the responses they have begun to articulate, while distinctive to Ireland, seem in principle widely applicable.  Thus, the division of Irish society into a substantial majority that prospers from the spread of the new, highly flexible economy and a considerable minority that subsists, un- or under-employed, with public assistance, at the margins of this prosperity, is a division that in one form or another besets almost all advanced countries.  The failure of centrally conceived and administered programmes of welfare, training, and job creation to mitigate this division is, again, the rule in the advanced countries, not an Irish exception.  Even the effort to correct the shortcomings of such programmes or find alternatives to them through decentralisation of decision-making is commonplace in the advanced countries.  But beyond these commonalities, Irish experience is distinct in its most general ambitions, in the institutional and economic setting in which those ambitions are pursued, and, as a result, in its initial discoveries.  


Take first the difference of intent.  In many countries, decentralisation amounts to a vote of no confidence not only in the national programmes of social welfare, but in the reformability of central or even local government, and especially in the capacity of any public programme to effectively help the marginalised or those at risk of becoming so.  For this reason, such decentralisation has often been accompanied by rigorous efforts to decrease the availability and attractiveness of welfare benefits and correspondingly increase the appeal of regular employment.  The expectation is that the self-discipline taught by continuous work will overcome the moral debility induced by dependence on welfare.  


In Ireland, by contrast, decentralisation started with a sustained effort, beginning in the late 1980s, to establish a form of concertation between the social partners at the national level that assures the macroeconomic stability propitious to growth in an open economy while securing the well being of the most vulnerable.  The Irish attempt at concertation thus began just when undertakings with similar goals were being abandoned in other countries as unwieldy and capriciously selective in the distribution of the benefits they afforded.  Acknowledgement of these shortcomings suggested, among other things, the formation in Ireland of the local partnerships as a means of extending the advantages of reform and adjustment to groups that might not otherwise benefit immediately from an improvement in the national economy.  The partnerships may be taken, therefore, as an expression of the hope that those most in need can benefit from and contribute to the efforts of an entire society to increase its adaptive capacity by reshaping its public self.  


These experiments in inclusion were launched under unusually permissive institutional and economic conditions.  Throughout the 1980s, Ireland had, by any measure, a centralised system both of social welfare provision and of disbursing funds for economic development.  Local government atrophied.
  The inadequacies of centralisation and the costs of a local administrative vacuum, both revealed in the patent distress of numerous urban and rural areas, came to be recognised in the same period as debates about national concertation on a new model suggested experimentation with a new localism.
 


One upshot of this belated decentralisation was that the local partnerships were given a relatively free hand in choosing and executing projects, and not subjected from the first, as in other countries, to new reporting systems and centrally imposed guidelines that might have hampered their freedom of manoeuvre.  Another consequence was that local economic development and local provision of social welfare came to be seen as closely connected, if only because the central government’s efforts to achieve both ends by distinct means was demonstrably inadequate.  Areas of public action that in many other countries remain operationally distinct because of the vitality of public administrations with set and potentially competing jurisdictions, thus came to be treated together in the experimental setting of the partnerships.  


The long Irish attachment to centralised administration meant also that by the time they were finally given a chance, the local initiatives enjoyed unusually propitious economic conditions.  In countries as diverse as the USA and Denmark or Sweden, efforts at administrative decentralisation are years, and in some instances even decades old.  Often they predate the great waves of decentralisation within and among private enterprises that have been reshaping the OECD economies with gathering force since the mid-1970s.  Hence, the notions of administrative efficiency, of the organisation of the labour market and the definition of skill itself assumed by public authorities in their own reform deliberations in these countries were stamped with the impress of the great corporations of those mid-century days, and in large measure have continued to be so even though the original stamp may bear a new image.  Beginning later, and entrusting greater discretion to local participants in touch with current economic developments, the Irish have, perhaps accidentally, introduced into their own deliberations, through the organising instrument of partnership, an ensemble of expectations about the “modern” firm and the skills necessary to build and work in one which suggest untried ways of joining training, job creation, and even rebuilding confidence undermined by long spells of joblessness.  


Thus, partly because of their founding confidence in traditional community strengths and the possibility of mutual self renewal, and partly as the accidental result of giving free administrative rein to local groups under current economic conditions, the Irish initiatives, by separate yet often convergent routes, have happened upon a master idea:  It is to use the techniques for problem solving in work teams now diffusing through the OECD economies simultaneously to increase the self-reliance of the vulnerable -- be they individuals, going firms, or start-ups -- and to provide them with skills increasingly regarded as necessary for employment in jobs and industries with a future.  We do not claim that this is the explicit and authoritative programme of the partnerships, nor, still less, that all of their experience can be subsumed under it, or even that, explicit or not, this programme is unique to Ireland.  But we do claim that for the reasons just given, this outcome has begun to emerge with a speed, a clarity of purpose and a matter-of-factness in operation that is distinctive in the context of efforts in the OECD to reform and connect economic development and welfare provision.  


Thus, Irish experience holds out the promise of finding in the principles guiding current economic restructuring, the means for addressing some of the dislocations that restructuring itself causes, and especially for combining active, decentralised participation and the achievement of autonomy.  Those who hope and those who despair that public action can in some measure counter the growing division in our societies between the accomplished and the degraded should therefore be equally attentive to the achievements and shortcomings of the Irish innovations.  

Structure of the report

Pessimism and progress in the Irish economy


Because the Irish reforms are comprehensive, taking up and trying to tie together diverse strands of national experience, our discussion of the experiments must likewise treat them in relation to the society as a whole: what it was when they began, what it may become through their operation.  We begin in the next chapter by tracing the recent and surprising development of the Irish economy.  The story of that economy is traditionally told as debility piled on debility:  First Ireland was sapped by centuries of colonial domination, so weakened that it was unable to enjoy the advantages of late developing countries either at the end of the nineteenth century or -- that opportunity missed -- after independence and, later, upon entry into the European Union.  The long-standing and continuing emblem of this debility are high rates of emigration and unemployment (and now, particularly, long-term unemployment); its current manifestation in the organisation of the economy is the division between a seemingly uncompetitive, vulnerable domestic sector and a high-performance multinational sector dominated by footloose firms ready to pull up stakes if the tax advantages that lured them to Ireland are trumped by a more appealing offer to relocate elsewhere.  The pessimism intrinsic to this view, we will argue, obscures a fundamental and extensive revitalisation of the Irish economy:  A group of domestic firms that survived the earlier competition is becoming internationally competitive itself, and many of the footloose multinationals are developing strong and apparently enduring ties with local suppliers, thus reducing the chance of further wandering.  


The common denominator in both developments is the spread in Ireland of innovative techniques of decentralised production originated by the Japanese and introduced to the country in altered form by US firms trying to master the new methods themselves.  These techniques and the understanding of the economy on which they rest -- we will argue -- are on the way to becoming a lingua franca in dealings within and among more and more Irish firms, and in the process shaping the ways in which actors in parts of the public administration, and most especially in the local partnerships, conceive economic problems.  In support of these claims, we will draw on a recent review of the most current writings by academic observers, business consultants, and government officials on the restructuring of the Irish economy.  Although this evidence furnishes the backdrop of our study and will accordingly be presented in summary form, it is worth noting that this review was prompted by the perplexity of persons with expert knowledge of the Irish economy to the discrepancy between the apparent pervasiveness of knowledge of new organisational methods suggested by our initial findings and their own view of Ireland as -- still -- a marginal participant in the changes abroad.  Evidence of renewal that challenges the view of the economy as stagnant or fundamentally flawed does not, of course, validate the contrary idea that the country has entered an era of self-sustaining prosperity.  But it is sufficient, and necessary, to explain how the partnerships could find their way so quickly to solutions that draw on techniques still regarded as experimental in many large firms.  Beyond that, this evidence is a first, palpable confirmation that local actors have an understanding of these developments sometimes more current and settled in its orientation than that of well-situated experts at the centre.  To motivate our own account and to establish its provisional credibility we therefore introduce these findings as the frame of discussion here.  

Extending social partnership to the local level


Chapter 3 treats the origins of the partnerships in the paradoxical realisation by actors at the centre of government itself -- particularly the Department of the Taoiseach or Prime Minister and the national unions -- that they could broaden the limits of their directive capacities by decentralising authority.  They came to this conclusion by way of the recognition that economic stabilisation and the growth it made possible could not alone improve the life prospects of the most vulnerable groups, and, further, that the then current combination of centralised economic-development and welfare programmes could not accomplish what growth through concerted stabilisation could not.  This two-fold crisis in development and welfare policy then prompted a search for alternatives that led quickly to the discovery of novel, local forms of public-private partnership -- some growing out of EU programmes in rural areas, others from immediate political concerns of the social partners themselves -- as the institutional vehicle for escaping the blockages at the centre.  


In detail the beginnings of the partnerships in the efforts of the centre itself, the confusing profusion of new domestic and Community social-welfare and economic-development programs as well as the concern of a beleaguered executive to maintain order while encouraging change are of course particular to Ireland.  But readers of this report are likely to recognise in the confusion of initiatives, each a product at least as much of accident as plan, and the urge for a minimum of orderliness if not stable order, conditions that they know well from their own country.  If so, they are likely to conclude further that there is nothing necessarily and restrictively Irish about the solutions discussed here because nothing uniquely rooted in the national past characterises their ingredient programmes and institutions.  Thus we argue that the stream of Irish experience is connected to the larger flows of our day as much by the restless building up and tearing down of administrative structures and programmes in the search for some new and stable arrangement as by the character of its economic restructuring.  

Projects and partnerships:  transforming the local context


The account of project activities by local development groups (Chapter 4) is the core of the report.  This section shows how in areas as diverse as the creation of new enterprises, the provision of vocational training and the organisation of assistance to established small firms, solutions reflect common themes directly tied to new principles of organisation: decentralisation of authority to small groups (ultimately work teams) with responsibility for results; regular review of the groups’ efforts; and revision, in the light of this review, of both the original goals and the organisational means adopted for pursuing them.  We will try to show that both the substance of the projects -- the kinds of firms they aim to establish or whose adjustment they support, the kind of skills they teach and the way they teach them and the organisation of the partnerships, or parts of them, in relation to individual projects -- are informed by these principles.  


We have not undertaken anything like a formal evaluation of these projects in the conventional sense of attempting to estimate their influence on intended beneficiaries in comparison to a control group.  However, the evidence presented suggests strongly that some element of the organisation and approach taken by local partnerships permits and encourages innovation in both social and economic programme design.  


By their very nature, the kinds of innovations on view invite a searching and revealing form of inquiry that quickly exposes the limits and indicates the potential of a project.  If groups of workers are being taught to solve problems by working as teams in industrial production, then if those groups cannot identify problems in the flow of the work they do, the teaching method has failed. If they can identify problems, but cannot explain how they overcame them, then the instruction has failed midway towards its goal.  


Judged by these and related tests, the projects described below are successful.  If the problem-solving disciplines they impart are as fundamental to the economic vitality of individuals and firms under current conditions as we suppose, then projects that pass such tests are likely to contribute to the success of communities and whole economies according to some more encompassing accounting measures than we can contemplate here.  

The project of “democratic experimentalism”


By way of conclusion, we gauge the partnerships’ ability to assess themselves in the sense of learning jointly, and in a way available to state agencies from one another’s success and failures.  As suggested at the outset, the conclusions in this regard are disappointing:  Although many of the experiments are a success, not all are.  And it is hard to see how those in authority can distinguish the two and learn from the exemplary cases as they do not appear to be systematically monitoring the results.  But this defect, we will argue, is not incurable:  On the contrary, by applying to the assessment of project results, the same methods of disciplined self-evaluation that the projects are teaching their participants, public authorities can learn from the innovations they have spurred.  We call monitoring of this type “democratic experimentalism” and we will argue that it can make the projects and partnerships accountable to their local constituencies and the polity as a whole in a way that provides an interim answer to the questions of administrative and democratic legitimacy raised by their exceptional status and can, in the long run, guide the development of Ireland’s novel form of social partnership.  

CHAPTER .
Pessimism and progress in the irish economy

Introduction


Underlying the evolution of local development initiatives in Ireland are processes of change within the Irish economy.  Despite a period of relatively sustained economic growth over the past ten years, there is a lingering pessimism among Irish commentators about the ability of the Irish economy, outside the foreign multinational sector, to adapt to changing circumstances in the world economy and maintain a competitive position.  This chapter looks at how this pessimism developed and, by invoking evidence of the introduction of new work practices and organisational techniques, shows why it is no longer satisfactory as an explanation of the condition of Irish industry.  The full impact of adjustments within the private sector on Ireland’s overall competitiveness are not clear, nor are adjustments that economic modernisation will provoke in broader aspects of public life and administration.  However, the somewhat blurred picture emerging in the former setting starts to suggest the forms that will become apparent in the latter.  

The traditional view


Irish economic history as seen particularly from Ireland is a story of vulnerability originating in foreign domination and propagated by the nation’s own sincere but unsuccessful efforts to correct the earlier damage.  As history the story is accurate as far as it goes.  But told and retold it became a homily about limits to the economic capacities of the Irish, foretelling a future that compounded the mistakes of the past.  As homily the history distracted even those most actively working to further the economy to the possibilities created by current, partial successes.  This chapter reviews this history and how its homiletic features were fixed in two influential, quasi-official reports on the Irish economy.  It then characterises the current innovations in economic organisation which, extrapolating from those reports, ought to be beyond Irish reach, and presents evidence that many sectors of the Irish economy are coming to grips with the new methods, demonstrating capacities that belie the established account.  


In the standard account, Ireland enters its modern economic history as a less-developed or underdeveloped country with little industry.
  In the 1920s, only 13 per cent of the work force was employed in all of industry (manufacturing plus construction, power generation and distribution of electricity and gas), while the share so employed was about twice as large in comparable small European countries such as Denmark, Sweden, or the Netherlands.
  One explanation of this retarded industrialisation is Ireland’s position as a “capitalist colony” of Great Britain.
  The British limited the expansion of Irish industry and encouraged its export-based agriculture in order to secure on the one hand a ready market for its own manufactured goods and on the other a cheap source of foodstuffs.  Given high birth rates, one consequence was high rates of emigration.  This in turn may have further distorted development by orienting the survival strategies of large groups in the population to the possibility of earning enough abroad to maintain possession of small rural holdings at home.  Alternatively, the economic and political instability before independence encouraged a “possession mentality” among those that stayed in Ireland, which inhibited the development of a “performance ethic.”  Either way, an attachment to traditional ways was fostered, in contrast to the notions of industrialisation that were being embraced elsewhere.
  


It is consistent with this view of Ireland in the grip of foreign powers that manufacturing there (as in Brazil and Argentina, about which similar arguments are made) expanded following independence, particularly in the aftermath of the Great Depression when the international trade regime was in shards, foreign firms withdrew to their home markets, and domestic industry was protected by high tariff barriers.  Autarky and the state intervention required to enforce it were both embraced with particular fervour in Ireland as it seemed to extend and complete the creation of the independent Irish state that had been established only in 1923, not least to assert national economic autonomy.
  Under the autarkic regime begun in the 1930s, the share of employment in industry as a whole increased to 22 per cent, below comparable European levels, but about equal to that of the advanced developing countries of the day in Latin America.  Expansion occurred in consumer goods and less technologically demanding intermediate products:  just those sectors where it is traditionally easiest to substitute domestic products for imports.  


But as in comparable settings elsewhere, this growth soon proved to be a hothouse variety. Irish manufactured goods were not competitive on world markets:  Only 6 per cent of manufactured output was exported in 1951 if products of the food, drink and tobacco industries are excluded from category, and only 16 per cent if they are not.  At the same time the economy had reached a limit in its capacity to substitute imported capital goods with domestic equipment.  Expansions in output, therefore, could only be achieved by importing machinery; but with exports stagnant, the Irish economy could not earn the foreign exchange needed to pay for the necessary imports.  As in other countries reaching the limits of the protectionist import-substitution strategy, there soon followed balance-of-payment difficulties, and with them the corrective measures that redress the balances in the short-term by reducing domestic demand, employment, and growth.  


In 1958, Irish policy makers, perceiving a reaction to the limits of import substitution later common in Latin America, did an about face, opening the economy to international competition and attracting foreign firms to locate in the country with the promise of a corporate tax on profits, not income, and at a low, flat rate.  A free trade agreement was signed with Great Britain in the mid-1960s, and free trade was established with the EC after Ireland became a member in 1973.  


Although the early returns to this strategy were promising, by the end of the 1980s it appeared that openness had created debilitating divisions within the Irish economy and, worse still, paradoxically helped recreate something akin to the very dependence on foreign economic power that “independence and autarky” had been intended to redress.  Manufacturing output, which grew by only 1.7 per cent annually between 1951 and 1958, grew at 6.7 per cent per year between 1958 and 1973, 5.1 per cent annually during the next six years, and 6.6 per cent annually during the 1980s.  For the period 1980 to 1991, growth in manufacturing output in Ireland at 6.6 per cent far outstripped that in any other OECD country, with Japan having the second best record at 4.2 per cent and the OECD average just 2.5 per cent.
  Manufacturing employment grew rapidly, at least at the start of the new strategy, as well:  The annual rate of increase jumped from 0.2 per cent in 1951-58 to 2.4 per cent from 1958-73, before falling back to 0.8 per cent in 1973-79.
  


But signs of potential limits to the new strategy soon appeared, and became more compelling as the years passed.  When free trade started in earnest in the mid-1960s, domestic industry was quickly pushed aside by new entrants, particularly in those sectors where the latter were larger than domestic firms and therefore could take advantage of superior economies of scale.  Irish firms continued to do well only in areas where local location conferred some commercial advantage, such as printing and foodstuffs.  Employment in domestic firms stagnated from the mid-1960s to the end of the 1970s; in the next decade, when their loss of market share was no longer compensated by growth in domestic demand, employment fell vertiginously -- 27 per cent in seven years.  


The foreign firms that relocated operations to Ireland did generally benefit from large economies of scale.  Had they been fully integrated into the Irish economy, therefore, they might have helped overcome the weaknesses of domestic firms, for example, by supplying large and expanding markets to local suppliers, who could in time achieve economies of scale themselves.  But the kinds of firms attracted to Ireland were initially not interested in these kinds of connections and did not work to establish them.  


The first arrivals, who came in the 1960s, were units of multinationals in mature industries such as clothing and shoes; and the new entities, in effect internal subcontractors themselves, had no substantial need of local subcontractors of their own.  Although -- mostly American -- firms in advanced sectors such as electronics, pharmaceuticals, medical instruments and machinery arrived in the 1970s, their participation in the local economy was likewise limited.  The units they established in Ireland tended to engage in less technologically demanding activities such as assembly.  Even when they were in exigent lines of work, they appeared to get by without much exchange with the local economy.  While the output of the foreign-owned firms and their share of total exports soared, measurement of the increase is vexed because the favourable corporate profit tax induced firms to transfer internally produced components to their Irish subsidiaries at low prices, thus artificially increasing the profitability of those units and reducing the corporation’s overall tax bill.
  On paper, output and productivity in multinational corporations (MNCs) doubled in the period 1987-93, constituting 40 per cent of the overall growth in national income over the period.  But the productivity difference between the top ten MNCs and the top ten indigenous Irish firms is almost too striking to be plausible.  Average output per employee for the best performing Irish companies in the period was Ir£ 128 000 in 1993, whereas for the ten most profitable foreign-owned companies it was Ir£ 814 000.  According to Shirlow, the disparity between the two cannot be accounted for purely by higher capital intensity or superior management techniques within the MNC sector.  Rather, he asserts that “the extremes of capital transfer pricing compose the central reason for the recorded differences in performance between Irish-owned companies and MNCs.”
  


In any case, whatever the true level of output and productivity growth, employment in the sector could not keep pace with the growth of the labour force.  The difficulties the parent companies faced from Japanese and other competition in their home, American, market, and the fears of imminent retreat from Ireland that news of these troubles aroused, only reinforced the view that the Irish economy, weakened by competition from larger, more competitive firms, was connected to the world economy in a tenuous way that obstructed progress.  


This view of the structural weakness of the Irish economy was officialised in two widely noted reports commissioned by the government.  Both continue to serve today, often explicitly, as the framework for discussion of the shortcomings and possibilities of development.  The first was the Telesis Report, prepared by the eponymous US consulting firm in 1982.  Its central proposition was that inward investment had never succeeded as a long-term development strategy anywhere, and despite Ireland’s better than average success in attracting foreign direct investment, neither would it work there.  


According to the report, the fundamental weakness in the strategy was the disinclination on the part of multinationals to build ties to local firms and the propensity to disinvest when a more profitable production location appears.  Thus, the government’s effective control of industrial policy was weakened by the policy itself.  Reliable growth would have to come from the domestic sector, the report concluded, complemented with much more selective attraction of foreign firms.  The focus of industrial policy would have to shift accordingly.  But it would be misguided, the argument continued, merely to redirect capital grants from multinationals to indigenous firms.  The latter were too small and insufficiently innovative to compete with large firms enjoying economies of scale or established niche producers making specialised products.  Indigenous firms, moreover, lacked the research and product development capacities with whose help they might, given the necessary investment funds, enter new markets; beyond that they lacked the management capacity to remove the bottlenecks to innovation.  To overcome these obstacles the report urged the creation by various means of a limited number of internationally competitive firms able to achieve economies of scale in key sectors.  Expansion of these national champions would then animate the development of the rest of the indigenous sector.  


Following such promptings, the government responded by directing the Industrial Development Agency (IDA), originally founded to attract foreign firms, to organise a range of programmes to improve the competitiveness of indigenous enterprises.  The two major programmes established in the aftermath of Telesis were the Company Development Programme to assist strong, ambitious Irish indigenous enterprises, and the National Linkage Programme to assist potential or actual suppliers or subcontractors of multinational firms.  Early optimism about the range of initiatives introduced by the IDA during this period was, however, short-lived.  In 1992, the report of the Industrial Policy Review Group, otherwise known as the Culliton Report, confirmed the continued existence of the problems outlined by Telesis, noting, for (an extreme) example, that the office machine sector sourced only 2 per cent of its industrial input needs domestically.  Looking back at the policy failures of previous decades, however, the authors of the report were less sanguine about the effectiveness of national champions -- even assuming they could be built through the use of government incentives and penalties -- as instruments for improving the economy as a whole, and particularly the situation of the most vulnerable.
  


This view, to repeat, is right as far as it goes.  The period of autarky did not produce Irish firms so adept at mass production that they could compete with the multinational corporations that dominated the world economy up until the 1980s.  Nor did autarky nurture niche producers who might have competed by producing high-quality speciality goods.  Efforts to domesticate foreign mass producers or create national champions failed too.  The results were obvious and obviously worrisome.  Statistically recorded growth was not paralleled by a significant rise in living standards or improved employment conditions.  For example, during the period 1987 to 1993, GNP grew at a yearly average of 4.7 per cent, while the volume of retail sales increased by a mere 1.9 per cent per annum, which, even taking into account the correction of public finances and an increase in saving, suggests that the rise in consumption lagged somewhat behind growth in national income.
  


Unemployment, which fell from the onset of market opening in 1958 until 1974, started to rise because of retrenchment in the domestic sector and then stagnation in multinational hiring.  The relatively small increases in unemployment between 1975 and 1980 became much more significant in the period 1980-87, during which time the rate more than doubled from 7.3 per cent to 17.6 per cent.  After a slight recovery between 1987 and 1990, the upward trend became even more pronounced in the early 1990s, especially as regards long-term unemployment.
  The apparent decoupling of economic growth and employment growth, and the increasing use of the term “jobless growth” to describe Ireland’s situation, only added to the existing layers of pessimism.  


Yet, whatever the virtues of this view as an explanation of failure, it became more and more misleading as a guide to success, and even as an account of actual developments.  From the mid-1970s on, as Ireland was failing to build a mass-production economy, that model of economic organisation was being out-competed by new, more decentralised and flexible forms.  Having come through long experience to assume that modernisation requires mass production, the Irish were not alert to these larger changes in the definition of economic modernity.  For the same reason they were inattentive to the increasing, and increasingly successful, efforts of firms both in the domestic and foreign-owned sectors to adjust to these changes by adopting the new methods of organisation.  Thus, confusion about the goal of development soon led to confusion, and undue pessimism, about the ability of the economy to progress at all.  To see what the official view leaves out, and what, in their immediate contacts with the economy the partnerships are introducing into the picture of development, we will have to step back from the Irish story momentarily in order to say a word about changes in the understanding of efficiency that overtook the mass-production model, even as Ireland was trying to catch up with its successful practitioners.  

Decentralised production


The master principle of the old Taylorist system, we suggested above, was economies of scale.  Efficiency was achieved by having a superintendent with comprehensive knowledge of market possibilities and production techniques design the product and subdivide its production into highly specialised, and, therefore, highly productive tasks, many of which could ultimately be simplified enough to be automated completely.  The separation of conception and execution, the centralisation of the former at the top of a corporate hierarchy, and the (vertical) integration of suppliers making parts for particular makes and models of products into the firms using their output were the immediate results.  


The costs of design and its translation into detailed jobs and specialised machines could be amortised as long as the production runs were enormous.  As markets became more turbulent and the combination of fluctuations in the level of demand and changes in technology shortened product life cycles, those costs became oppressively burdensome.  


The new economic organisation is a response to this dilemma.  It lowers the costs of adjustment to volatile conditions by allowing re-integration of conception and execution through a particular, highly disciplined form of decentralisation of authority in the design and production of goods and services.  Each activity is housed in a (semi-)autonomous unit.  Autonomy allows the units to reduce the costs of solving problems in its area of specialising for any one client by accumulating experience is solving related ones for others.  The improvements in efficiency that result from this continuous exploration of variety are called economies of scope.  


The basal unit of this form of organisation is the independent work group or project team.  Regardless of its formal legal status, it has sufficient authority over its internal organisation and sufficient choice in the procurement of the goods and services upon which it relies as inputs to be able to determine for itself the best means to pursue its ends.  The activities of these teams are co-ordinated by a system of integrated goal setting:  An initial project -- to build, say, a car -- is determined by examination of the best models of the relevant models currently available, and evaluation of likely developmental prospects.  General specifications arrived at this way are then repeatedly decomposed, again by reference to best practice and potential developments, into projects suited to single teams.  As each team tries to realise its objectives, it suggests modifications in the initial design; cumulatively these revisions in the design of the parts can lead to changes in the characterisation of the whole, and vice versa.  The continuous re-evaluation and revision of the design, moreover, goes hand-in-hand with continuous re-evaluation and revision of the organisation dedicated to realising it, as difficulties in obtaining particular ends may reveal incorrect disposition of the means as well as shortcomings in the goals themselves.  The same interpenetrating evaluation of means and ends, finally, guides production as well as design through the use of disciplines that detect and force immediate correction of the sources of defects either through re-organisation or re-design.
  

These activities create a web of continuous comparisons which link and define the units collaborating in production.  Benchmarking, for instance, is just the decomposition of competitors’ products (or production processes) into their constituent elements and the synthesis of the elements that stand out in comparison into the prototype for a new design or process.  Simultaneous or concurrent engineering is the practice of proceeding with the design of all components at once, rather than fixing the features of the most crucial parts, in the order of their assumed importance, and using their definition as a frame for the rest.  It uses comparison of the solutions that emerge from each partial elaboration of the original design to suggest and correct solutions to problems arising in connection with treatment of the others.
  


Similar methods of comparison are used to order production itself.  As designs are (provisionally) fixed, for example, suppliers and customers agree on target prices for components.  These include annual or semi-annual price decreases to take account of the gains in productivity expected to result from experience, as well as provisions for the division among the parties of gains in excess of the targets.  Thus the parties expect to be continuously comparing target and actual performance and adjusting their expectations regarding future projects accordingly.
  Finally, as the last bulwark against the encrustation of habit and the metaphor for the operating logic of the system as a whole, there is just-in-time or zero-inventory production.  By removing the inventory buffers between work stations, this method assures that defects are detected and their source eliminated as soon as they are produced:  A fault introduced at one work station obstructs operations as it is passed to the next, and discussion of how to fix the immediate problem is inextricably connected to discussion of how to prevent its recurrence by improving the equipment or procedure that produced it.  Just-in-time production provides, therefore, a means of comparing the actual performance of a production system to the ideal of a system that operates error-free; and once any particular system has been stabilised at a given level of performance it is sufficient to increase the demands on its reliability -- for instance, by speeding up production -- to reveal the currently most unreliable or error-prone operations.  


Operating together, these new disciplines overturn the verities of the earlier mass-production system, transforming the competing desiderata of that world into mutually reinforcing attributes of the new one.  Thus, in mass production a decrease in efficiency was the price for an increase in quality. Greater attention to accuracy seemed inevitably to reduce the throughput of the system per unit time, and thus to decrease its productivity.  But the new system’s increasing demands on quality are used to reveal defects in the organisation of production that would have remained hidden under less exigent conditions; and correction of these defects cumulatively reveals possibilities for raising efficiency -- through minimising downtime due to repairs, through the introduction of delicate automation equipment whose operation depends on maintenance of tight tolerances, through reduction in the rework of botched products -- unavailable in an environment more tolerant of fault.  Similarly, it counted as a truism of the older methods that exploration of many design alternatives hindered timely and rigorous pursuit of any one.  Simultaneous engineering shows that pursuit of many alternatives is the best way of understanding the advantages or disadvantages of each; so exploration of many contributes to selection of the best of current possibilities.  


All these changes place new demands on the firm’s principal collaborators:  suppliers providing components or services, and employees providing skills.  In mass production, suppliers worked to blueprints and often utilised machinery designed or even directly provided by the customer.  Suppliers competed with each other on price; how they met their contractual promises was there business.  


But once production is truly collaborative, final producers need to know not just that suppliers can meet price targets, but also if they can improve designs and production set-ups in co-operation with others.  As the bid is effectively a promise to do something the supplier has never, in that precise form, done before, and which the customer alone cannot do or even fully define, a bid that meets the target price is meaningless unless accompanied by a credible assessment of the supplier’s capacity to do as promised.  


Such assessments are provided in a publicly accessible form by certification under a new type of international standard.  Unlike conventional standards, they specify neither the characteristics of products nor features of production processes -- nor do they even prescribe methods for documenting the latter.  What they do instead is establish procedures by which firms can be certified as competent to justify, and in that sense warranted to make claims regarding their capability to perform as promised.  Under the most comprehensive and widely acknowledged of these standards, the ISO 9 000 series maintained by the International Organisation for Standardisation in Geneva, Switzerland, a production facility is certified as capable of designing and delivering products and services to customers’ requirements in all areas of economic endeavour.  To obtain certification a firm must convince a registrar (whose authority derives from association with the standard-maintaining body) that it can register customer expectations or detect performance shortfalls.  At a minimum, it must be so in control of operations that it can document what it does, and do what the documents say.  In theory, the ISO standards do not require firms to adopt any particular technology, form of organisation or procedures at all, although in practice some ends can be obtained by such limited means that to pursue them narrowly determines operational choices.  Nor does it not replace detailed discussion of individual projects or of the performance measures to evaluate them.  Certification does qualify a firm as a reliable interlocutor in eventual discussion about its performance capacities.  But it does establish that collaborators are likely to understand one another’s assertions because they can assume common understanding of the criteria by which such assertions can be justified.  The language of certification is thus the language in which projects are discussed; and the diffusion of this language is thus a sign and precondition of the spread of the new methods.  


The transformation of skill in the new system is subtler, harder to fix in standards, but no less thoroughgoing for all that.  In mass production, skills were of two kinds.  Either they were concerned with machine tending and thus so narrow and so specific to particular firms or machines that they had to be learned on the job.  The great majority of workers in mass-production firms started out doing the most menial of such jobs, and became semiskilled as they progressed up a job ladder of related, successively more demanding tasks as experience permitted.  Or the skills were of a craft character:  Craft skill is the ability to combine theoretical and practical knowledge of a related body of tools, materials, and techniques to solve complex, often incompletely specified tasks with only indicative instructions.  Because craft workers define their own tasks, given general indications of the goal, they can build and maintain the specialised machines on which mass production depends.  


The skills of employees in the work teams of the new collaborative production fit neither category:  Their activities are farther ranging, more varied, and dependent on the exercise of autonomy than those of the semiskilled worker.  But, precisely because they are so mutable, they do not originate in, nor are they fixed by the mastery of particular tools, materials or techniques characteristic of craft work.  Their knowledge is a distinctive kind that blends attention to technical detail, features of the group itself and its members, and the organisations to which these are connected.  Their master skill is the ability to solve problems in groups, where the reorganisation of the group and its relation to others can be part of the solution.  In the US, persons with this skill are frequently -- if imprecisely -- called technicians.  Their defining characteristic is the ability to combine the ability to manipulate tools and machines typical of the manual worker with the organisational abilities of the manager and the capacity to bring abstractions to bear in the resolution of clinical problems associated with the professional; and they are the fastest growing category in the census of occupations.  


Bufferless production systems and collaborative supply arrangements have been diffusing to the United States, Great Britain and Southeast Asia from Japan via transplants since the mid-1980s, and from the US to the rest of Western Europe and much of Latin America more recently.  But this current wave of innovation seemed to pass Ireland by.  How could it be otherwise?  Ireland, in the standard view, was backward because it was subordinated to the world economy in a way tantamount to isolation.  And how could an isolated country stay abreast of the most advanced developments?  


Had the assumption of subordination been correct, then the conclusion would be too.  But as is discussed next, contrary to the conventional wisdom, the multinational, and with it the domestic sectors of the economy have begun to adopt the new methods extensively enough to change the categories with which the capacities of firms and the value of skills are assessed.  

Reconsidering recent developments


Much of the adjustment in the practices of multinational and indigenous firms, evidence of which will be discussed below, is incremental.  In many cases, firms embrace certain new techniques while retaining traditional methods in other areas.  The true extent of the spread of new methods is therefore masked. Its impact on the competitiveness of individual Irish firms, or on the economy as a whole, is difficult to gauge.  If the question asked is how much has changed definitively for the better, the answer is that in Ireland, as elsewhere, it is hard to say.  However, if the question is how much has changed in the direction of the new methods, the answer for Ireland is a great deal.  The full implications of these changes for the labour market and industrial relations, and for the institutions of government and social partners, which defined themselves according to traditional categories, are also unclear, but it seems safe to assume that the impact could be substantial.
  

The best documented changes concern the foreign-owned sector, and particular Irish units of multinationals in industries such as computers and software, which are establishing collaborative relations with local suppliers and reorganising their internal operations accordingly.  Leading examples are the Irish subsidiaries of Apple, Microsoft, Intel, and Amdahl.  All are creating “strategic partnerships”, in which the few suppliers who will eventually produce components of the final product are involved at early stages in its design and development.  There are nuances:  Amdahl insists that suppliers “should not focus too much on any one major customer.”  Diversification helps suppliers “maintain a high level of expertise through exposure to other technologies” and dependence on any one customer might damage both partners.
  Microsoft, while also reducing the number of suppliers and building long-term relations with the remaining ones, does not, so far, insist on diversification.
  


The fullest picture of the emerging relations between customer and supplier is furnished in a report on Apple.  Its suppliers are described as “one-stop shops”, capable of executing increasingly complex projects.  Apple initially selects suppliers for their competence in a particular area of manufacturing.  But capable suppliers are then asked to undertake or supervise activities complementary to the initial task.  Thus, the plastic moulding company, Rennicks, was at first used only for moulding.  By 1994, they were supplying to Apple “a complete assembly -- plastics, sheet metal shields, inserts and heatstaking.”  Apple’s strategy is to have “suppliers purchasing many subassemblies, drives, power supplies, etc., assembling the product and shipping a finished product to Apple for distribution”:  Working directly with Apple-approved suppliers, companies like BG Turnkey and Walsh Western themselves procure the manuals, software, keyboards, cables and warranty information supplied with the central processing unit of the computer itself, and ship these kits to Apple.  Eventually, Apple plans to specify only the overall requirements for the kits and leave the selection of the supplier as well as responsibility for setting prices and managing quality to the “turnkey” assembler.
  Firms with these capacities can presumably diversify their customer base if they want to.  At the same time, these same capacities provide substantial autonomy in dealings with even the largest client, and thus may reduce the need, at least initially, to seek others.  In either case, the new relation connects the multinational to the local economy in a way that connects the latter to world markets and the disciplines needed to compete in them.  


These changes in turn are beginning to have repercussions within the small- and medium-sized sector of traditional domestic industry.  The best studied case is the software manual printing industry (SMPI) -- consisting of a small number of SMEs and subsidiaries of Irish and American multinationals.  It has grown rapidly since the mid-1980s as supplier-buyer alliances with the subsidiaries of multinational software companies like Microsoft and Symantec and domestic firms invested substantially in advanced, product specific printing machinery.  Firms in the industry are moving into upstream and downstream activities, either acting alone by forming new business units for this purpose, or by entering into alliances with other independent companies, including major customers.  Here, too, concerns about continuing dependence on large, foreign customers is substantially offset by demonstrable increases in the capacities of the local suppliers.
  


Developments at Avenue Mouldmaking in Dublin illustrate the potential reach of these changes. Avenue Mouldmaking supplies Irish subsidiaries of a number of major multinationals.  Its senior managers work closely with these companies, sometimes in formal problem solving groups.  This brings them into contact with some of the most highly developed versions of the production systems in Europe and the US.  From these exchanges with its customers, Avenue has incorporated advanced budgeting practices as well as improvements in mould-making and, more generally, in the use of materials and production organisation.  In some cases, the customer is in effect acting as go-between, obtaining best-practice information from a supplier with whom it operates and passing it on to others.
  It is worth noting, too, that foreign capital is also introducing the new methods to the small- and medium-sized enterprise sector directly by buying or establishing small firms in Ireland, rather than through customer-supplier relations.  The share of foreign-owned companies in the group of the most advanced small firms is substantially larger than the share owned by foreigners of all small firms in Ireland.
  


But change in the domestic sector is hardly dependent on contact, direct or indirect, with foreign firms.  Irish-owned companies in traditional sectors are beginning to adopt the new methods on their own initiative, often with help from an increasing number of private consulting firms and public agencies specialising in industrial adjustment.  Leading examples are Dublin Fine Meats;
 Moffett Engineering in Monaghan, whose output nearly doubled in 1994 and whose rate of on-time deliveries was raised with little increase in inventory; Press-O-Matic, a refrigeration equipment manufacturer; APA Systems, a producer of aluminium and PVC doors in Dublin; CEL in Tuam, a supplier of vehicle security systems; Rye Valley Foods in Carrickmacross, a ready-meals manufacturer; and the Irish Co-op Society in Limerick, a manufacturer of corrugated packaging for food.  This list suggests, and discussion among expert observers confirms, that food processing firms, a key component of the domestic manufacturing sector producing almost one-third of gross value added in Irish manufacturing, are on the verge of adopting the new methods.
  

The profusion of consultancies, public and private, aiming to serve the nascent market for advice in introducing the new systems also suggests that this disposition is widespread.  Besides Lucas Engineering & Systems, there are such names as IPC, the Western Management Centre, AMT, TMS Cork, PA, and a Manufacturing Consultancy Service operated by Forbairt, the state agency concerned with the development of domestic small firms.
  In addition, the Services to Business Division of FÁS, the state training agency, is experimenting with a programme of assisting clusters of small firms in the same area to co-ordinate discussion of reorganisation.  Ten companies in the same region are chosen.  A panel of experts, with various functional specialisms, is made available to the companies, each company having a total of up to 19 days of access to the panel over a year.  The scheme is currently being piloted in three regions.  Participating firms must have fewer than 50 employees, a turnover of under Ir£ 3 million turnover and have been identified by FÁS as having management development needs.
  


A survey of 98 firms that won the Q-mark Award in 1995 confirms that however far Irish firms may be from having a fully consolidated variant of the new-model corporation, they have broken with the practices associated with mass production.  Twenty per cent of the respondents materially reward employees for customer service success; the average number of suppliers to the respondents was 164; most firms have reduced the number of their suppliers over the last five years; price is an important criterion for approving suppliers for only 30 per cent of respondents; “86 per cent have required suppliers to be both more reliable in delivery and more flexible and responsive in both deliveries and deadlines in the past three years”; “as companies develop towards the ‘best’ customer service category, an increasing proportion will adopt TQM”; 45 per cent use JIT, and most of these have reduced their number of suppliers in the last three years.  For most of the respondents it would not be difficult for their customers to find alternative sources.  To improve links with customers, 24 per cent have “interlocking computer systems” with major customers; another 30 per cent use one or more of electronic notice boards, e-mail, and computerised invoicing and processing; 46 per cent use EDI, but mostly at the early stages; 66 per cent of respondents budget for innovation; 65 per cent have targets for percentage of turnover to be achieved by new products/services; customer service is associated with innovation, but there is more evidence of individuals having responsibility for innovation than of everyone, at all levels, in all functions, pursuing innovation.  Training is important at both management and non-management levels in most of the respondent companies, with expenditure on training -- and on customer service training in particular -- much higher than the Irish average.  Most respondents also use a variety of “motivational tools”, including autonomous work groups (16 per cent), profit sharing (23 per cent), quality circles (23 per cent), job enrichment (25 per cent), bonus schemes (40 per cent), financial disclosure (41 per cent), job rotation (45 per cent), performance appraisal (70 per cent).
 

Little of this, to underscore a point made at the outset of this section, is visible from the vantage point of changes in industrial relations at the plant, as opposed to the national, level.  Local unions, according to the survey, are at the margins of events, and changes in the organisation of work, the flow of information in the firm, and even compensation methods, are often accomplished without their active participation.

There is little evidence of any acceptance that unions may have a role to play in the development, maintenance or evaluation of quality programmes and less than half the unionised companies involved unions in the implementation of quality programmes.


On the other hand, the quality initiatives had been accompanied by increasing sophistication in recruitment and selection, induction, performance appraisal and the use of employee involvement initiatives in half the companies.  Performance related pay systems had changed in 16 per cent of companies.  Improved communication as a result of the quality initiatives was reported by most respondents (81 per cent).  This improvement was evident at and between all levels in the responding organisations.
  


Compiling this evidence Irish observers are led to conclude that earlier and apparently overstated assessments by outsiders of the extent of renovation in the Irish economy may not be as far from the mark as their own habits of thought had originally suggested.  Jacobson writes:  

Within and between firms, with the support of a number of public agencies, and the commitment and enthusiasm of the trade union movement, at least at the central level, new forms of work organisation are becoming more common.  In comparative terms, the work of the European Foundation suggests that if Ireland’s position is still roughly that of the late 1980s, it is in these respects at least ahead of the European average.
  


Despite the encouragement of both government agencies and the social partners, a sufficiently widespread adoption of new models within firms raises questions about the relevance of organisational structures and modes of thought based on an apparently declining, or at least less universal, model.  The most obvious example is that of industrial relations, but most other arenas of public policy action are touched by the unsettling effect of changes in the nature and organisation of economic activity.  


The next chapter looks at how threats to the effectiveness of central-level  policymaking contributed first to the creation of a national social partnership arrangement and then to the transfer of the system to local level institutions.  These institutions are implicitly informed by changes in the economy and are an explicit attempt to deal with the instability they are provoking.  The unusual element in the Irish response, and perhaps what gives it its particular force, is the promotion of experimentalism, rather than cautious conservatism, as a reaction to instability.  

CHAPTER .
EXTENDING SOCIAL PARTNERSHIP TO THE LOCAL LEVEL


The chief protagonists of the decentralisation of Irish public administration were actors at the centre of government itself, in particular the Department of the Taoiseach (prime minister’s office) acting with the social partners, especially the national trade unions.  These prime movers were activated at least as much by recognition of the limits of the centre’s directive capacities as by a precise understanding of how local action could achieve what they could not.  First, and most generally, they had come to realise that economic growth by itself would not improve the living conditions and prospects of the most vulnerable groups, and that existing centralised welfare programs could not accomplish what growth left undone.  As part and parcel of this recognition, the architects of decentralisation acknowledged that social partnership between business and labour at the national level, however indispensable it was in addressing the nation’s urgent macro-economic difficulties, could not guarantee to extend the benefits of eventual prosperity to the long-term unemployed and other groups suffering from economic distress.  By implication, even a policy of pursuing prosperity by placing concern for national equity at the centre of the debate would not be inclusionary enough to meet the needs of marginal groups.  Finally, for reasons closely related to those at the origins of their doubts about the limited effectiveness of centralised administration and national concertation (and encouraged in the same direction by changes in the guidelines for community funding), they were disposed to look to novel, local forms of public-private partnership as the institutional vehicle for escaping the blockages at the centre.  


The clearest, most direct expression of these concerns are the Area-Based Partnerships (ABPs), formed in 1991.  They were created explicitly to address economic disintegration and its consequences (mainly in terms of unemployment)
 and, as evidenced by their formal structure, implicitly to do so in a way that blurs familiar distinction between public and private, national and local, representative democracy and direct participation in public affairs.  As limited companies, subject to the Companies Act (1991), each must have a board of directors.  It is in the composition and legal responsibilities of these boards that the unique ambiguities of the institution are evident.  Typically, an Area-Based Partnership will a have a board of 18 members, drawn in equal proportions from the “statutory agencies” (divisions or bureaux of the national government concerned with training or economic development), the “social partners” (trade unions and business associations), and the “community sector” (groups active in matters as diverse as welfare or tenant rights or fighting crime).  In practice, the government nominates regional officials of agencies whose operation is of local concern; the social partners nominate local persons affiliated with their respective activities; and representatives of community groups are either elected or placed on boards in general recognition of their level of activity or political standing in the area.  But original affiliations aside, all board members have under the Companies Act a primary responsibility to the partnership or “company” they direct, not the organisations that nominated them.  Thus the ABPs are, by deliberate paradox, well-situated to exploit the resources of various national bureaucracies, the patronage of the social partners (including, for example, private sector businessmen active in employers associations), and the local political and substantive expertise of community groups -- without being directly answerable to any of them.  To the extent that they make use of these possibilities, the ABPs naturally become at least a complement and perhaps a partial substitute for local government; yet they are not obliged to account for themselves to the latter either.  Through the proposals they advance for changes in administrative or legislative norms, the imaginative recombination of existing local and national government programmes, and the novel enterprise-creation or training projects they authorise, the partnerships are engaging in a kind of participatory reform of established institutions that bypasses most formal democratic procedures.  


In this chapter we show how dissatisfaction with the instruments of a centralised welfare system and understanding of the limits of traditional, national social partnership could culminate in the creation of a new type of local social partnership that is at once an extension of the machinery of the centre and, potentially, an autonomous mechanism for its reform.  Then we take up the third and last of the founding considerations, the idea of public-private partnerships, as it was articulated in the formation of entities such as the Pilot Area Programme for Integrated Rural Development (and subsequently LEADER) and the County Enterprise Boards.  The earliest of these antedated the local partnerships, were animated by similar concerns, and in unobtrusive ways shaped the institutional understanding of partnership that informs the ABPs as well.  So great are the affinities, indeed, that today all of these institutions seem to form a class.  The work, just begun, of fitting each to the others and the whole group to more established institutions only underscores the unsettling differences between the new local experimentalism and the familiar principles of public administration, from which, in search of answers to urgent public problems, and with the encouragement of the centre itself, local groups have departed.  

Limits to centralised welfare policy:  the example of housing


Because of its striking combination of successes and failures, housing policy and its results came to be seen both as one of the chief symbols of the limits of centralised remedies to social problems and a kind of imaging device that revealed problems with similar endeavours in other arenas.  By subsidising home ownership and spending substantially on public housing, successive Irish governments made it possible by the late 1980s for (almost) any family who could own a house to own one.  Those who could not (such as the large number of recent migrants to Dublin and residents of traditionally poor neighbourhoods being relocated in connection with inner city urban renewal projects) found accommodation instead on local authority estates whose housing stock was of better quality and design than that available to in equivalent dwellings in many other countries.
  Judged, therefore, by the material and psychological satisfaction that it provided to the majority, housing policy could fairly be counted a success.  


At the same time, however, these policies unintentionally encouraged the geographical concentration of the poorest and economically most vulnerable households on particular housing estates, thus marking them off from the general population and casting them into a circumscribed environment where, as analogous experience in many countries shows, dejection and defeat often become enough to make hope of improvement seem like self-deception.  The combination of subsidies to home ownership and good-quality public housing led, for example, to a decline in the availability of low-cost rental units.  For lower income families, the alternative to home ownership thus became increasingly the occupancy of estate housing.  This, together with social trends such as a rise in the number of single-parent households, led to a gradual decrease in the average income level of estate residents and, in some instances, to growing disparities between the best and the worst-off recipients of public housing.  These disparities inside the overall group of public-housing residents were then translated into geographic separation by the introduction of transfer mechanisms which effectively moved the ‘good’, long-established tenants to the most popular estates.  This set in motion a game of ‘snakes and ladders,’ with the housing that was vacated being allocated to potential tenants lower down in the queue.  As a result, the lowest quality and least desirable housing became occupied by the more marginalised and worst-off groups.  


These sorting mechanisms were exacerbated by subtle design flaws in the estate-building policy and urban land-use zoning more generally.  For one example, to keep construction costs down the large-scale rehousing projects in the outlying suburbs were built en bloc , with units of the same type and size grouped together.  The unanticipated consequence was that both smaller households (usually one-parent families) and larger ones (with several children) -- precisely those statistically at greater risk of poverty -- were separated out from the more prosperous and stable median-sized families.  For another, maintenance costs, particularly of the “low-cost” housing built in the late 1960s and 1970s are running higher than expected; and given the choice between expensive repairs or renovations on the one hand and  preservation of low rents on the other, funding for public housing has been concentrated on the latter.  Finally, the new suburbs were often undersupplied with such essentials of commercial infrastructure as shopping centres.  Beyond the inconveniences this caused in daily life, it also resulted in a undersized employment base in the area and made the community more vulnerable than otherwise to economic downturns.  


Finally, even as dilapidation made manifest the effects of sorting and separation, the pattern of industrial settlement  throughout the 1970s set islands of increasing industrial activity next to the islands of increasing poverty in a archipelago of contrasts that could not help but call attention to the growing disparities in Irish society and the subtle ways that government policy at the centre involuntarily accentuated them.  In the same period that the large housing estates were built on the outskirts of Dublin and other cities to house new migrants and ease the pressure on the congested city centres, the foreign enterprises being attracted to the country were often located nearby on specially built industrial estates or on greenfield sites.  As individual mobility was also increasing within Irish labour markets and firms were becoming more selective in choosing employees as well, the new arrivals hardly limited their search for a workforce to the abutting neighbourhoods.  On the contrary, they tended to look for their future employees in distant suburbs, and, for reasons we will examine in the next chapter, these initial decisions became self reinforcing.  Hence the apparent benefits of living near an industrial zone were rarely passed on to the local community.  Today, as a result, it is commonplace to find a run-down housing estate with an extremely high long-term unemployment rate cheek-by-jowl with an industrial zone full of successful foreign and domestic medium-sized firms.  Somehow the same policies that brought prosperity to the very doorsteps of the poor could bring it no further, and by some perverse self subversion even encouraged the beneficiaries of the new economic possibilities to look away from the apparently menacing portals just beyond their workplaces.
  No wonder, then, that housing and housing policy can be seen not as a principal cause of social problems in Ireland, but rather, to repeat, as a symbol of the limits to the success of discrete central programmes.  And no wonder, either, that efforts to meet these social problems head-on began with the conviction that only a comprehensive and unified programme based on first-hand, local knowledge could take account of their many and complexly connected causes.
  

Concertation and its limits


If housing symbolised the importance of unintended consequences in limiting the impact of the centre’s inclusionary policies, macroeconomic concerns forced explicit, public recognition that national co-ordination in a crucial arena could, in the absence of safeguards and countermeasures, actually come at the expense of significant groups within the society.  The dilemma was this:  By the mid-1980s, explosive growth of the public debt gave rise to credible fears that the Irish government would default on its obligations.  The remedy was to restrict public and private consumption so as to increase the reserves available to satisfy creditors.  These cut-backs, however, would normally burden marginal groups the most -- those dependent on social welfare transfers and those at the bottom of the labour market with limited bargaining power.  From the efforts to reconcile restraint with inclusion came first the idea of national social partnership and then, when its limits, too, became visible, the determination to decentralise authority for the definition of inclusionary policies to the affected areas and groups themselves.  


At a decade’s distance, it is sometimes hard for the Irish themselves to recall the urgency of the macro-economic crisis of the mid-1980s.
  Already, by the end of the 1970s, efforts to finance continued growth in the midst of international recession had increased  public-sector borrowing to almost 16 per cent of GNP.  The situation worsened after Ireland, in hopes of cutting its high inflation rate, joined the European Exchange Rate Mechanism (ERM) in 1979:  The same fixed exchange rates that assured investors of the stability of the Irish punt also prohibited the government from boosting exports through devaluation. Thus in the period 1980 to 1987 the economy stagnated.  Total employment fell by almost 6 per cent, manufacturing employment by 25 per cent.  Living standards fell accordingly as the rate of unemployment increased from 7.1 per cent in 1979 to almost 18 per cent in 1987.  But for a return to the traditionally high levels of emigration in the mid- and late 1980s, the outcome on the domestic labour market would have been substantially worse.  By 1987, public debt was approaching 130 per cent of gross national product and insolvency was a menacing possibility.  


Against this background, the social partners and the incoming government took the occasion to negotiate a three-year, tripartite Programme for National Recovery (PNR).  Its defining feature, foreshadowed in a report published a year earlier by the National Economic and Social Council,
 was an exchange between the national trade unions and the government:  the unions agreed not only to accept reductions in public spending, but also to moderate wage demands as a means of restoring the international competitiveness of Irish goods and avoiding inflationary pressures that could undermine the stabilisation programme.  For its part, the government guaranteed not to cut social welfare payments and to reform income tax to the benefit of employees.  More generally, all parties to the agreement undertook to do nothing to generate inflationary pressures that might prompt calls for devaluation, nor to call themselves for devaluation if external problems arose.  A new Central Review Committee (CRC) was to monitor implementation of the programme and ensure consultation among the government and the social partners on open questions.  


From here it was, again with the foreshortening of hindsight, a short step to the creation of local partnerships.  As a pick-up in growth rates and increases in manufacturing employment and export gave early indications of what proved to be enduring success,
 consideration turned to the possibility and conditions for extending the national agreement. Again, negotiation between the government and the social partners was inspired by their participation in an NESC analysis, this time the influential Strategy for the Nineties, which emphasised that long-term unemployment was the most critical policy issue and suggested local initiatives as a main policy response.
  For the unions and the Department of the Taoiseach in particular, extension appeared, paradoxically, to be as threatening to their institutional self interest as it was necessary for their survival.  On the one hand, as architects of the original agreement they could claim credit for having rallied the nation and having acted -- indeed, defined by their action -- the national interest.  To abandon this success was therefore unlikely.  On the other hand, however, the substance of the national recovery programme so limited their freedom of action that in supporting the general interest they could be accused of abandoning the particular concerns of the groups they represented.  Their search for new fields of activity, consistent with the spirit of the agreement but appealing to their own constituencies, led each towards policies for the unemployed and socially excluded and then to the idea of extending the national bargain to include local development.  Thus Section VII of the successor agreement to the PNR -- renamed the Programme for Economic and Social Progress (PESP), signed in 1990 and running through 1993 -- provided for the establishment of the Area-Based Response to Long-Term Unemployment and the creation of 12 pilot partnerships to combat unemployment in areas of particular disadvantage (the first ABPs).  To each in its own way,  the partnerships were a means of overcoming political instability.  


For the unions, creation of the partnerships under the PESP was an opportunity to play the broader role that they had begun to take on in the 1980s.  In part, this development was spurred by the attrition of heavily unionised indigenous industry and the increasing importance of multinational firms which were either not unionised or were covered by plant or firm-specific agreements whose connection to the established body of collective bargaining agreements and practice was uncertain.  To this constriction were added the new constraints of the macroeconomic environment:  in exchanging a pledge of fiscal responsibility for a seat at the national bargaining table the unions were also agreeing for a time to refrain from all but nominal wage bargaining.  In these circumstances, they were anxious to find themes of broad interest to the labour force over which they could bargain.  Given the high rates of unemployment among their members or their members’ families and neighbours, and the even more widespread worries of job insecurity, programmes to improve job placement and combat impoverishment could be seen as partial compensation for the wage increases foregone by those in secure employment.  One measure of the unions’ interest in establishing their legitimacy in this regard is their creation in 1986 of Centres for the Unemployed.  In fact, the area-based approach of these centres, of which there are now 29, foreshadowed the interest of the unions in decentralised partnership structures in the PESP negotiations.  In making themselves the defenders of the unemployed, the unions could justifiably portray themselves in the PESP negotiations as the representative of a general interest, not advocates of privileged groups.  


As part of its normal functions, it fell nturally upon the Department of the Taoiseach to negotiate the PESP and thereby to assume responsbility for the implementation of the local partnership scheme. Nevertheless, the creation of the partnerships afforded an opportunity for it to secure a measure of influence over the administrative apparatus formally under its co-ordination.  The Department of the Taoiseach, like its homologues elsewhere, is designed to assure a certain margin of manoeuvre for the prime minister in dealing not only with the legislature but also, and perhaps above all, with a public administration divided into traditional functional departments constrained to compete with for dwindling resources.  From this perspective the widespread public acknowledgement of the shortcomings of the government’s centralised housing, social welfare, and economic development policies gave the Department of the Taoiseach an unusually advantageous occasion to make itself the catalyst of administrative reform.  By providing that local representatives of the state development and training agencies sit on the partnership boards, the department became the sponsor of de facto, experimental integration of services without having to elaborate plans for reform and defend them against the well-informed, but perhaps self-interested objections of the concerned departments.  This relaxation of the normal procedures of reform raises, of course, serious questions of accountability; and for that and other reasons, as we will see in Chapter 5, it is already under attack.  But as a device to break the log-jam of administrative reorganisation and to establish the Department of the Taoiseach as a champion of local self-determination, the strategy of bringing the lower levels of the specialised bureaucracies within the area-based partnership structure was a master stroke.  


Those familiar with tripartite, neo-corporatist arrangements in, for example, Austria or the Nordic countries will remark how unusual both in background conditions and outcome these Irish developments appear when set in the context of these earlier and better-known forms of social partnership.  In these more familiar cases a strong, even dominant social-democratic party is often taken as a precondition for inclusionary macro-economic policies. But Ireland has no such party.  This leaves the possibility, as in countries such as Japan and Switzerland, which likewise lack strong social democratic tradition, that the origins of solidarity lie in a diffuse, historically determined culture of cohesion and consensus-building.  But for Ireland, at least, this explanation is also unsatisfying because it overlooks the unsuccessful attempts at national agreements in the years between 1970 and 1981.  This period gave so few indications of the social consensus that was to follow that a influential commentator wrote in 1988 that the chances of an inclusionary bargaining agreement in Ireland were slim.
  For the moment, therefore, the origins of social partnership arrangement fit uneasily into standard explanations.  Whether this is because they are a singular exception sui generis, or because they are an early instance of a type of social partnership reachable under current economic and social conditions from many starting points and so, if effective, destined to become widespread, only time will tell.  


The same is true for the substance of Irish social partnership.  In the familiar neo-corporatist arrangements, the opening of markets and acceptance of fixed exchange rates typically went hand in hand with the creation of an extensive and elaborate system of internal transfers -- from consumers to producers, from export industry to domestic agriculture -- whose purpose was to buffer vulnerable sectors from the effects of world market competition.  In Austria, to take a well-known example, the Schilling has been pegged to the German DM for more than a decade; and, until recently, discomfited groups were protected either through use of state-owned firms or non-tariff barriers to competition (for, example, a mutual non-competition agreement between Austrian and German banks).  Welfare transfers (particularly, in the Austrian case, in the form of early-retirement benefits to skilled workers dislocated by industrial reorganisation) are, of course, an integral part of these compensatory systems.  As such they must be administered from the centre to ensure roughly equal treatment of social groups under changing conditions.  In practice, the long-term result of these systems is to create a web of bargains and entitlements whose bewildering complexity limits the possibilities of public action while raising among the citizens the suspicion that the beneficiaries of public spending are selected by political influence, if not by chance.  


The new Irish social partnership -- or “concertation,” to use the term adopted in part to make this very point -- deliberately differs from this pattern.  First, it limits the provision of anything like comprehensive social insurance to the most vulnerable groups -- the poor and the unemployed -- instead of extending implicit guarantees of security to whole sectors or subsectors of the economy.
  So spare are the guarantees, indeed, that some observers have dismissed concertation as nothing but a fig leaf covering retrenchment in the name of fiscal stabilisation.  But this assertion ignores the substantial government commitments to maintain the welfare and health-provision system.  


The second distinctive difference of Irish concertation is in many ways a consequence of the first:  By limiting the possibilities of compensating groups through transfers or adjustment policies orchestrated at the centre, concertation obliges the actors to look to innovations in structural policy in general, and local innovations in particular, to protect themselves against dislocation.  With central assistance limited to the most needy, the rest have incentives to use whatever parts of the national welfare system prove serviceable in the construction of local mechanisms for reducing the risks and costs of dislocation.  We noted in passing in Chapter 2 that national agencies like FÁS and Forbairt were already taking an active role in helping firms adjust to new conditions of competition (and it is through that experience that they have gained an expert knowledge of industrial organisation in the Irish economy).  The Area-Based Partnerships are contributing to the construction of a nascent system of effective local adjustment precisely by helping to integrate efforts to improve the competitiveness of firms with efforts to increase the employability of residents in the local community.  In this sense, the ABPs, together with decentralised economic development agencies, might, given the spare concertation at the centre, form the motor elements of a type of social partnership adapted to current conditions.  Again, only time will tell.  (This issue will be taken up again in Chapter 5.)  

Other local development partnership programmes


At the same time as domestic politics was creating a new form of national partnership and contemplating its decentralisation, programmes sponsored by individual government departments and by the European Union were using related ideas to achieve sectoral goals, notably in rural development and poverty programmes.  

The Pilot Area Programme for Integrated Rural Development (IRD) and LEADER


One of the first such programme was the Pilot Area Programme for Integrated Rural Development (IRD), which covered the years 1988 to 1990.  It was organised by the Department  of Agriculture to raise income levels in rural areas, principally by increasing employment opportunities.  As the programme was modestly financed, however, its activities were largely confined to brokering relations between local development groups and individuals on the one hand and public and private providers of funds on the other.  Operations were confined to 12 independent pilot regions, each of which was assessed as forming a cohesive economic unit and had a maximum population of around 15 000.  In each pilot area, a local co-ordinator was appointed and given the task of facilitating the local community’s development efforts.  The first task of the co-ordinator in each region was to organise a core group.  This group consisted of representatives of voluntary organisations and normally had eight to ten members.  The core group was, in effect, the body responsible for the operation of the programme in each area. In the beginning, most initiatives came from the co-ordinator, but the intention was that the core group with time would become the main initiator of programmes.  


Founding principles of the programme were that groups should learn from each other and that no group should be left to develop in isolation from the others.  To this effect, both co-ordinators and core group members had to visit their counterparts at regular intervals and a good deal of the funding for the project was spent on activities involving more than one group.  


Despite its modest scope and resources, the IRD arguably demonstrated the benefits of co-ordination on the local level, the potential utility of a local development agency in marshalling dispersed resources and the ability of local groups to find imaginative responses to local problems when given sufficient room for manoeuvre.  According to an evaluation of the programme, many of the 400 projects launched under its aegis involved significant local co-ordination of interests and funding, and, conversely, few would have been undertaken in the absence of some form of brokerage.
  


The LEADER I initiative superseded the Pilot Area Programme for Integrated Rural Development and was both wider in coverage and more substantially funded.  This continent-wide EU programme, which grew out of an influential EU report on the future of rural society, is designed to identify innovative solutions to problems of economic stagnation, outmigration and underemployment in rural areas.  In its first phase in Ireland it provided for the establishment of 16 local development “companies,” which operated between 1991 and 1994 with a total budget of around Ir£ 2-3 million each.  


In practice, there was considerable continuity between the IRD and the subsequent LEADER programme, with the Department of Agriculture again acting as the responsible department.  In this case, local actors were invited to form partnership companies, legal entities rather than loose groupings, and to bid for LEADER contracts.  Because of their prior experience and organisation, several of the groups selected were those that had participated in the IRD programme.  Others, however, antedated the IRD, having been formed on an independent basis unconnected with national programmes.  Finally, some groups came together specifically for the programme, often with the idea of advancing some specific end, such as enterprise creation, rather than reactivating the wider community, which was often the motivation for more established groups.  


“Partnership” is less precisely defined in the formal constitution of LEADER companies than in those of the Area-Based Partnerships.  As with the latter, LEADER partnerships are constituted as legal limited-liability companies (or, in some cases, co-operative associations).  But the size, composition, and organisational structure of their boards, as set out in the individual articles of association may, and does, vary greatly from one company to another.  For example, while the average company board has about fourteen members, the largest have over twenty and the smallest five or six, with a result of local economic and institutional circumstances, not the extent of a company’s geographical area.  Board members represent community and voluntary groups, local sectoral interests such as farming groups and chambers of commerce and state agencies such as FÁS, Forbairt, SFADCO and Teagasc.  Importantly, local government representatives are not excluded from participation.  Unlike the Area-Based Partnerships, the balance of representation among the sectors is not determined by the constitution.  The average board of 14 members contains five nominees from community groups, four from the private sector, two from the local authority and three from statutory bodies; but the distribution of groups varies from board to board.  Because the representation of all interests in the community is not guaranteed, and given the importance, nonetheless, of representativeness to the company’s operation, in some cases a community consultative council has been formed to broaden access to a LEADER company’s decision-making process.  Moreover,  the decision-making process itself differs from company to company.  In some areas, for instance, the management staff of the LEADER company assess individual projects and make funding decisions, with the board providing strategic direction.  In others, Cavan/Monaghan for example, the directors are personally involved in assessing projects.  The advantage of this flexibility is that local boards can be shaped locally, thus reducing the feeling of having structures imposed from above.  On the other hand, the boards so constructed may reflect the needs of local political comity more than operational considerations.  


The programme’s chief weaknesses, according to a recent evaluation (which was otherwise largely positive), were the closely related assumptions that working partnerships could be created almost overnight and that projects could be launched quickly and funded for brief periods.
  In fact, the time needed to establish a board of directors and set up an office was typically longer than had been expected, which significantly reduced the time available for pursuing substantive goals before the pilot phase ended.  Moreover, there was a significant delay before the staff in many LEADER companies felt competent to assess and respond to project applications.  As a result, it was often only in the last half or even one-third of the programme’s overall funding period that the LEADER companies were fully operational.  


The success of the LEADER I programme has led to the inauguration of LEADER II, which involves expansion of the scheme to a much greater area (though without a proportionate increase in funding).  The role of local development groups funded through the LEADER II programme is likely to be more developmental in the future, partly because less money is available and partly because other funding sources have been created through the EU’s various Operational Programmes for 1994-99.  Despite the reduction in their funding, however, LEADER I companies that have also qualified for funding under the successor LEADER II programme will have the significant advantages of prior experience and accumulated competence.  This should enable LEADER II companies to target funding so as to complement rather than duplicate other sources, particularly in the area of enterprise creation where both the County Enterprise Boards (described below) and the Department of Agriculture can provide financial support.  For example, the Cavan/Monaghan Rural Development Co-op Society Ltd., a LEADER I company, proposes to allocate 50 per cent of its LEADER II funding to training, animation and technical assistance, including the appointment of community development officers to liaise with community group organisers, and thus to raise the likelihood that the complementary resources will be well used.  

County Enterprise Boards


The County Enterprise Boards are the third major initiative.  Here again, the current programme grew from a pilot project:  a small business grant support scheme that operated in ten counties in western Ireland.  In the pilot areas, the forerunners of the County Enterprise Boards were concerned almost exclusively with project-by-project grant provision.  Applications were assessed locally according to criteria established nationally.  The programme was expanded to all 35 counties in 1993, but funding remained limited until EC support was obtained through the Operational Programme for Local, Urban and Rural Development the following year.  


The establishment of the national scheme in 1993 did not initially change the focus of the initiative, which remained small grants disbursed directly by the County Enterprise Boards to individual entrepreneurs.  However, the CEB remit has recently been expanded to include both the provision of a wider range of business support services and responsibility for the development of an enterprise development plan for their county.  


The CEBs operate under the mantle of the Ministry of Enterprise and Employment as locally controlled companies, along the same general lines as the ABPs and LEADER companies.  But within this similarity there are two substantial differences.  First, the Department of Enterprise and Employment appears to supervise the CEBs more closely than the Department of Agriculture does the LEADER companies or, under different conditions, ADM does the ABPs:  For example, the Department of Enterprise and Employment is reviewing each of the 35 County Enterprise Plans and intends to make funding decisions contingent on the acceptability of these strategic plans.  Second, the board of directors of a CEB must include representatives of the local government, which is not the case for the Area-Based Response or LEADER partnership companies.  Indeed, as if to underscore this connection with the established jurisdictions of government, the CEBs were often initially housed in local authority buildings and were staffed with personnel from the local government.  From this perspective the CEBs are an attempt to attach the motor power of co-ordinated local initiatives to the machinery of both local government and national administration, while meshing each of these latter more tightly to the other.
  


On paper the responsibilities of the County Enterprise Boards, as described in the Operational Programme, are wide, and give the boards a strategic position in enterprise and job creation.  The Operational Programme portrays the CEBs as a necessary complement to programmes of community empowerment with the crucial task of providing a “suitable top-down framework by which the Government and the EU can further facilitate co-operation between the State development agencies and local authorities on the one hand and the local community groups involved in enterprise development on the other.”
  However, until now the place of the CEBs within the wider institutional structure has remained unclear.  The new “expansion” CEBs are still finalising their County Enterprise Plans and putting in place the mechanisms that will be necessary to implement them.  Those with the benefit of an early start under the pilot programme, however, have been reluctant to go beyond the original emphasis on grant support to strategic planning and identification of support services other than financing.
  The process of reviewing County Enterprise Plans is partly motivated by a desire on the part of the Department of Enterprise and Employment to coax the CEBs towards a more developmental role.  

The new situation:  The Operational Programme for Local, Urban and Rural Development, 1994-99


The successful implementation of this series of pilot programmes and the more general shifts in emphasis of the government’s policy have greatly influenced the negotiation of the Operational Programme for Local, Urban and Rural Development, 1994-99, co-funded by the European Commission and the Irish Government.  This is one of a number of EU-supported Operational Programmes, including both Agriculture and Tourism, that have been integrated into the Community Support Framework for Ireland which was agreed between the Irish government and the European Commission on the basis of the government’s National Development Plan. The structures envisaged in this agreement were in turn endorsed by the social partners in the Programme for Competitiveness and Work, the successor agreement to the PNR and PESP.


The Operational Programme therefore marks the first formal efforts to integrate the rural and urban experiments in partnership that, as we have seen, grew up side by side, influenced each other in subtle ways yet remained administratively distinct.  The programme local development aspects of the PESP in a wider local development framework which includes sub-programmes dealing with Local Enterprise Development (administered by the Department of Enterprise and Employment and consisting of the County Enterprise Board scheme), Urban and Village Renewal (administered by the Department of the Environment), and Integrated Development of Designated Disadvantaged and Other Areas (administered directly by Area Development Management, under the auspices of the Department of the Taoiseach and consisting mainly of the Area-Based Partnerships).  


The inclusion of local development programmes within an operational programme framework for five years represents a strong endorsement by the government and the European Union of local development policies and their satisfaction with the pilot programme thus far.  The Operational Programme for Local Development has, in particular, been endorsed by a range of policymaking or otherwise influential bodies in Ireland.  These include notably the social partners, initially through the CRC, the body originally formed to monitor the PNR.  Employers’ associations have gone so far as to establish an Enterprise Trust to make use of the possibilities provided by the Operational Programme to co-ordinate local business support for local economic development initiatives.  Finally, the National Economic and Social Forum and NESC have also embraced the approach in recent reports.
  


The Operational Programme offers two distinct advantages for the Area-Based Partnerships and the County Enterprise Boards.  First, it provides more secure funding for a longer time.  Funds for both projects are now guaranteed to 1999.  Previously the partnerships had been dependent on three-year, national agreements subject to the vicissitudes of politics; the County Enterprise Boards had only interim funding.  Second, the programme provides an opportunity to co-ordinate operations and more clearly define the roles and responsibilities of the various entities whose activities it supports.  


The scope for co-ordination between the Area-Based Partnerships and the CEBs is highlighted in the text of the Operational Programme:

In view of the County Enterprise Boards’ role primarily as catalysts for enterprise creation and development it will be entirely within their remit to delegate to Partnerships or other local communities, on an agency basis, responsibility for discharging particular enterprise support functions relative to their areas or sectors.  The Partnerships will retain an important remit, as part of their integrated approach to local development, to support enterprise creation and development.  Their target group will, however, be the unemployed, especially the long-term unemployed and persons who are otherwise socially excluded, differing from the generalised target group of the County Enterprise Boards.  Accordingly, it is feasible for each structure to fulfil its remit concurrently by differentiation of target groups.


As the instrument of this co-ordination the Operational Programme specifies the creation of County Strategy Groups (CSGs).  Their task is to integrate the activities of all the local development groups, both state-sponsored and voluntary, operating within a county area.  The CSGs are composed of the chairs of the County Enterprise Boards, Area-Based Partnerships, LEADER companies and County Tourism Committees, along with the county manager (the unelected chief executive officer of each county).  


The groups are even newer than the CEBs who count among their constituent institutions.  They met for the first time in late 1995, and are currently preparing co-ordination strategies which aim to set out the functions and strengths of each development group, thereby avoiding duplication of and competition among local development efforts.  Given their recent formation it is impossible to give even a preliminary indication of their prospects.  So fluid is the situation that their formal structure is still under review.  For example, the government, in response to questions about the accountability of the Strategy Groups, is currently proposing to alter their composition as set out in the Operational Programme to include elected local government representatives.  

Political commitment to local development was reinforced by the appointment of a Minister for Local Development. The fact that the same Minister also has responsibility for European Affairs should ensure that Ireland’s European policy is informed by the lessons of the local development approach at home.

Conclusion

The move towards consensus and partnership in policymaking thus began with two parallel movements that have begun to converge but have yet to find a stable meeting point.  One of these founding movements, growing out of the PNR and the PESP, reflected deep concerns of domestic politics and addressed a range of economic issues, initially on a national basis, and then in local, particularly urban settings.  The other, growing out of the Integrated Rural Development programme, LEADER I (along with other programmes not discussed here such as Poverty III) were inspired by EC priorities and used models developed in Brussels.  These two movements have now begun to merge, to the point that most local development programmes are now partially funded under EU Operational Programmes.  


But full merger or integration is still, plainly, a distant hope.  The paradox of decentralisation from the centre manifests itself as institutional confusion.  Acting on delegated authority from above, local programmes create projects that in turn cross and confuse boundaries between local jurisdictions and various levels of the national bureaucracies.  Initiatives such as LEADER, the CSGs, and the CEBs, that aim to reintroduce order to the result may achieve their purpose, or add further clutter to the confusion.  Partnership extends the possibilities of participation in economic and social reconstruction to wider and wider groups, but the place of elected officials becomes harder to define.  The Operational Programme has heightened perplexity:  In placing local development partnerships at the centre of a broad EU-funded strategy, the Operational Programme has drawn attention to the exclusion or limited involvement of local authorities in programmes that once seemed a hodgepodge of temporary measures.  The initial omission of elected representatives in the design of the County Strategy Groups, for example, naturally provoked further concerns about the future accountability of economic development planning at county level.  This and related questions will be addressed in Chapter 5.  


All this, moreover, is not unique to Ireland.  Throughout the EU, countries seem to be groping toward some form of public action that depends neither on the imaginary providence of a bureaucratic centre, nor on the fragile and potentially dispersive localism of community groups, but rather on a fusion of that which each of these does best.
  To give substance to this possibility, and to see what virtues, if any, the new localism can demonstrate in practice, we turn next to an examination of the Area-Based Partnerships and, above all, to the projects by which they test their answers to the problems of economic stagnation and social exclusion.  

CHAPTER .
PROJECTS AND PARTNERSHIPS: transforming the local context

Introduction


The very characteristics that allow the partnerships to be innovative also make them difficult to describe let alone evaluate systematically.  They are, to begin with, amorphous:  Although all are similarly constituted, and governed by similar rules, each is essentially a collection of varied and evolving projects.  Put another way, the partnerships are the projects.  They are animated by the projects they undertake; and as these change through the exploration of their tasks, the partnerships -- what they do, how they conceive their purpose and prospects -- change perforce with them.  


A rough first measure of the pace and direction of these changes is the gap between, on the one hand, the Action Plans presented by the local development groups at the onset of their operation as well as other expressions of their initial intent and, on the other, current reports on the work they have actually undertaken.  For example, Progress through Partnership, the final evaluation of the pilot phase of the Area-Based Response found that the development of the initiative “has seen a shift in most areas away from a one-track approach to the reintegration of unemployed people into the labour market and towards a local development approach that incorporates enterprise, employment, training and education as well as community development, environmental and infrastructural issues as part of a package.”
  Many of these fields of activity, moreover, did not appear at all in the initial strategic plans, but were added later.  


The comparison between expected and achieved results is even more striking.  The final evaluation of the EU Global Grant, which brings together data from the original 12 partnerships and a number of other local development groups funded through the same grant, demonstrates that many more enterprises were assisted and unemployed people trained than had been projected:  It was originally foreseen that up to 300 enterprises could be assisted and up to 400 people given business skills/entrepreneurship training.  In fact, the numbers were 1 800 and 1 600 respectively.  The most impressive figures are for training/education, including employability training, for the unemployed.  Some 800 persons had been expected to participate in programmes and over 7 000 actually did, of whom over 80 per cent were unemployed.
  

These panoramic studies alone, however, would shed little light on the programme’s overall impact, nor on its potential and shortcomings. Firstly,  they normally have neither the scope to report in detail just what assistance was given to firms and individuals, and how; nor to characterise the robustness of the outcomes they register.  Do the persons placed in jobs keep them?  Will the newly founded firms survive?  More fundamentally, by listing activities and initial results, such studies cannot fully take into account the truly innovative and subtle aspects of the partnerships and of projects like Paksort -- the way they change the meaning of activities such as job or firm creation and the environment in which these possibilities can be realised. The difficulty of describing quantitatively the work of the partnerships and deciding where credit should lie is suggested by one example:  The partnerships’ successes in getting unemployed people to set up new businesses depended significantly on their successful support for the introduction of an Area Allowance (Enterprise), or AA(E), which provides continuing benefit entitlements to people aiming at self-employment.  Between 1993 and 1994, 321 people approached the Northside Partnership alone with business ideas; of whom almost one-third were eligible for AA(E) benefits.  Statistics on persons placed could overlook such changes and can say little about what part of the increase in entrepreneurial activity was due directly to the partnership. They therefore distract attention from contributions that may be more enduring and pervasively effective than any single project.  


A full treatment of the partnerships from this more comprehensive point of view would consider the evolution of each in its local setting, its relation to the others, and the influence of the partnerships as a whole on national institutions.  Such a presentation is as far beyond our means as the evaluation of the projects by the standard methods of controlled experiment discussed in the first chapter.  In place of an integrated and comprehensive account, we offer case studies of projects undertaken by the partnerships we visited, generally considered to be among the most active and successful.  More precisely, we are reporting on what the best of the partnerships regard as the best of their projects.  But if the aim of decentralisation is to allow the local protagonists to find new ways of doing things, where else should a review of the experiment start than with a careful, critical look at what those protagonists judge to be the best they have to show?  


In presenting the case studies, we distinguish between groups operating in urban and rural areas.  Urban partnerships focus on job placement, training for industrial employment and enterprise creation, both in manufacturing and services.  They are also inevitably involved in tackling the social problems associated with disadvantaged urban areas.  The rural partnerships, combating underemployment as much as unemployment, concentrate on projects that aim to knit the territory more tightly together, and counteract the dispersal of the population by providing services and infrastructural supports.  It might seem, therefore, that despite the similarities of structure the two types of partnership are pursuing fundamentally different aims:  “regeneration” in urban areas and “preservation” in rural areas.  But we will see that in pursuing their respective ends both are equally obliged to transform their settings; and the similarity of the transformative methods they are inventing establishes a commonality beyond the outward differences.  
Local development partnerships in an urban setting


Changes in urban Ireland reflect the broad changes in urban life in advanced countries.  New areas of relative affluence are appearing in many urban settings, while there is a general move out of inner city areas and a concentration of the poor in particular zones.  


Of 35 areas designated as disadvantaged, 20 are urban, of which over two-thirds are located in Dublin.  Their population as of the 1991 Census was 680 290, or 24 per cent of the total urban population.  These localities are identified by high rates of early school leaving (<15); unemployment, particularly long-term unemployment; age dependency (the ratio below 14 years of age and above 65) and economic dependency (the ratio of the inactive to the active population); lone parent families; and numbers of residents in temporary housing.  Conversely, educational levels and rates of labour force participation are low.  According to these criteria, conditions within disadvantaged areas have declined not only absolutely, but with respect to the rest of the country over the past ten years.  The gap between the poor and the others has widened, particularly with regard to the vulnerability to long-term unemployment.  


The disadvantaged zones include both areas that have been home to the poor for generations, and newer developments typically defined by a peripheral location, the presence of public housing, and marked by extremely high concentrations of unemployment.  It is these latter areas that in public discussion in Ireland most graphically represent the inadequacies of past government economic and social policies.  


The failure to co-ordinate economic and social policies can be illustrated by one example.  The process of urbanisation in Ireland was rapid in the 1970s.  Large housing estates were built on the outskirts of Dublin and other cities to house new migrants and ease the pressure on the congested city centres.  The fate of these housing estates 20 years after their construction is common knowledge, and mirrors similar urban experiments in other European countries.  Around the same period, Ireland went through a phase of rapid industrialisation, largely through the attraction of foreign investment.  This industrial expansion took place largely on specially-built industrial estates or on greenfield sites on the periphery of urban centres (though also in some more rural areas).  By virtue of increased individual mobility and greater selectivity and competition in the labour market, the arrival of these industrial enterprises has affected a much larger labour market than would have been the case in the past.  The benefits of living near an industrial zone, which is the case for residents on peripheral housing estates, are therefore often not passed on to local people.  Thus, it is commonplace to find a run-down housing estate with an extremely high long-term unemployment rate cheek-by-jowl with an industrial zone full of apparently successful foreign and domestic medium-sized firms.  


The picture that emerges from much of the research, notably that of the Combat Poverty Agency and National Economic and Social Council, is one of a society becoming unacceptably fractured by socio-economic disparities, both in terms of individuals within the society and geographical areas in the country.  The urban case examples below illustrate the situation in three of the most badly affected urban areas.
  

The Tallaght Partnership 


Tallaght is a suburb of Dublin constructed in the 1970s and early 1980s as part of a large-scale development plan for the Dublin region.  The plan cleared inner-city slum housing and then relocated its residents, along with many persons migrating to Dublin from the rest of Ireland in this period, to purpose-built new towns on the periphery of the city.  Rather than housing people in high-rise blocks, which by then were thought to lead to social decay, individual units with gardens were built on planned estates.  Construction of this housing was the task of both private developers and the public authorities.  Between 1971 and 1987, 16 000 new houses were built and the population of the town grew from 6 000 to nearly 70 000.  Although some version of the original idea may have been workable, no entity was given responsibility for co-ordinating residential construction and the provision of complimentary services in the new town development.  All communities in Tallaght suffered from the failure to match house building with essential infrastructural improvement.  This failure was most acutely felt in the public housing estates on the perimeter of Tallaght.  There the problems that plagued inner-city neighbourhoods in the 1960s re-emerged, compounded by the growing problems of long-term unemployment, and by distance from the centre.  Although attempts are being made to develop a more complete infrastructure, including the placement of the largest shopping centre in Ireland in Tallaght, the area risks being caught in a cycle of deprivation and decline.  The peripheral location of the area, the seemingly intractable problems of long-term unemployment, alongside a particularly young population (nearly 40 per cent of the residents were under 14 years of age in 1991) have contributed to Tallaght’s reputation as an area balancing precariously between social and economic disaster and effective growth and development.  


Local problems are so severe that an institution with such limited resources as the Tallaght Partnership cannot, and knows it cannot, hope to solve the problems of unemployment and marginalisation -- certainly not by itself and not, in any case, immediately.  The situation in Tallaght is too powerfully shaped by forces largely beyond local control for such a simple remedy.  


Aware of the limitations imposed by their organisation’s size and relative newness, staff and board members do not see their role in combating long-term unemployment as directly organising or running retraining or job placement programmes.  The partnership, however, can question the use of funds in existing programmes, advocate and influence new directions, and run pilot programmes to ascertain whether particular ideas are viable or not.  


The Tallaght Partnership accordingly sees itself primarily as a catalyst and facilitator,
 drawing together relevant interests in projects that are intended to become components of an integrated response to development needs, nationally as well as locally.  The Partnership’s Youthstart Programme, for example, identified a gap in the guidance of young people from school to work.  The national Youthreach programme offers a range of services to 15-17 year-olds after they leave school, including work experience, training and capacity building.  Despite the broad scope of activities offered during the training period, the programme has had limited success in leading young people into stable employment afterwards.  The main criticism of the programme is that it fails to equip participants with relevant work skills.  On completion of the programme most choose between a low-wage, dead-end job and unemployment. FÁS and the local Vocational Education Committee (VEC) run a number of occupational and further training programmes that could link with Youthreach, but to qualify for most of them you must be over 21 years old.  Most participants are 18 when they finish Youthreach and so would normally have to wait two years before being eligible for a next-step programme.  During these two years they are at high risk of falling into a pattern of unstable employment leading to unemployment and then long-term unemployment.  The Tallaght Partnership’s Youthstart programme catches people as they leave the Youthreach programme and presents an alternative path that emphasises practical skills training over a period of two years.  Drawing on this experience, the partnership is able to advise FÁS on the formulation of a more integrated, supportive policy for a particular vulnerable target group.  


Just as the partnership calls on its local experience in urging reform on the higher authorities, so it calls on the experience of potential customers/users of new services in Tallaght by directly involving them in the design and delivery of the projects that affect them.  For example, people with disability are centrally involved in the planning and implementation of the HORIZON (Disabled) programme, which aims to overcome the pigeonholing of the disabled in particular types of programme.  This programme depends upon close consultation between the rehabilitation and education service providers and the disabled in order to broaden the choices available to them.  The guiding principle is that the disabled themselves should decide what kinds of services they need and in what context -- rather than being taken automatically under the wing of a service for the disabled which immediately sets them apart.  The service providers are being informed by their target group and learning to rethink their role.  


In other areas the partnership acts more as a co-ordinator, with other community organisations and state agencies taking care of delivery.  Its management of the Plato programme, and its decision to pass on supervision of that programme once its success was assured to the local Chamber of Commerce (and now the South Dublin County Enterprise Board) is a particularly clear illustration.  

Plato


Plato, built on a model developed in Belgium, is a business training network:  Local owner/managers are encouraged to learn from one another and from the advice of local large enterprises, who act as the facilitators of small working groups.  At present, the Plato group at Tallaght consists of 60 small local companies and 10 larger “parent” firms.  These latter include Asea Brown Boveri, Gallahers, Hallmark Cards, Hewlett Packard, Hoechst, Irish Biscuits, Johnson & Johnson, Loctite, Nestle Rowntree, Roadstone and RTC Tallaght, some of whom are recognised as leading practitioners of the new corporate decentralisation.  


The objectives of the programme are to establish a broadly based business-to-business support structure which provides opportunities for SME owner/managers to develop their management skills and creates opportunities for commercial development through local and international networking.  These activities both depend on and encourage interfirm co-operation.  


The selection of appropriate participant companies is made by Plato staff, who conduct interviews with the owner/managers or managers of prospective members.  Companies are judged on the basis of criteria such as desire to expand, reach new markets, or commercialise new products.  At bottom, ambition to expand, perhaps by serving foreign markets, is the main condition for participation.  The programme is thus aimed, in Tallaght, at the emerging sector of indigenous industry described in the last part of Chapter 2 -- those companies that are moving beyond domestic markets either by selling directly abroad or to firms that do, and anxious to incorporate new technologies and production techniques in adapting to an open economy.  Those selected for participation are grouped with companies of similar dimensions or sectors to ensure as far as possible that the issues raised in the groups are of general interest.  


The concerns of the groups have changed during the two years of their existence in ways that reflect the growing importance of projects concerned with the adoption of the new production methods.  At the beginning, as is normally the case in such situations, the participants were absorbed in learning to talk to other business people openly, in exchanging ideas, and in realising that their own, apparently unique problems, were actually shared by many in the group (and may have been solved by still others).  Group projects and discussion focused on basic themes such as industrial relations and time management.  More recently, however, projects have begun to focus on ISO 9 000 certification, quality control, and the like.  About half the leaders chosen from large firms to guide the groups are specialists in quality control, logistics, production management, or industrial engineering -- the core disciplines of the new organisational model.  


Plato itself cannot provide training in ISO 9 000 or related areas, but the partnership provides a framework in which training services tailored to particular needs of member firms can be obtained through the statutory training bodies.  Firms from Plato groups, by training together, can purchase the consulting services they need from public or private providers on better terms.  


A recent independent survey of the programme’s participants showed -- as surveys of select groups of dynamic firms often do -- that almost all were satisfied with their experience of the network.  More revealing, a large majority credited participation with improvements in operations, marketing and financial management.  The average increase in turnover of the companies involved was 19 per cent and 24 per cent growth in employment (93 new jobs created).  


Exactly how the parent companies, who initially saw their participation as a public service, now see the possibilities of the situation is hard to say.  Several parent companies noted, for example, the beneficial effect acting as group leader had on their own executives.  The choice of group leaders from production-related specialities will have alerted them, if their own contact with local suppliers had not done so before, that the small firms amidst them are beginning to modernise.  In time, acting on the first-hand knowledge of their own managers, they may well begin to purchase products or services from the more capable participants, and this would itself recommend participation to further circles of small firms, and so on.  

Box 1:  Expanding the Plato model


The Plato model described above presents a good example of a successful programme is being “mainstreamed.”  


In theory, the Plato model is portable because it is, at heart, a general method for transferring knowledge from those with more experience of a particular environment to those with less.  The particular institutions for transferring the knowledge will vary according to the environment and the know-how appropriate to it.  


But this means that in practice the model can only work if the actors can accurately judge who can teach and who can learn what from whom:  The idea that little firms can grow by listening to big ones is simply too vague to identify the interlocutors and theme that will sustain continuing exchange.  In the Plato programme as run by Tallaght Partnership, the groups are composed of small businessmen who aim to grow established companies, often through expansion into foreign markets; their mentors are managers of local large enterprises that have a good grip on the new disciplines needed for international competition, and are familiar with many dynamic, local small firms, from whom they purchase components or services.  This pattern cannot be easily transposed to, for example, Dundalk (whose partnership is discussed below), where there are few advanced large firms, and growing, established small businesses are scare.  So in implementing the Plato model (as part of a cross-border initiative with the Newry and Mourne Enterprise Agency in Northern Ireland and the Louth County Enterprise Board) the Dundalk Partnership is adapting it:  The project groups will be comprised of new entrepreneurs mentored by managers of existing small businesses within an enterprise centre that the partnership is establishing.  


The South Kerry Partnership (see below) is also considering introducing the scheme, again adapting it to local circumstances.  Kerry is one of the more remote and rural regions of the country, with little industry and an economy supported by tourism and agriculture.  There are few small manufacturing companies in South Kerry and almost no large enterprises.  But it may be that start-ups in complementary activities can “mentor” each other, or organise joint study tours to review best practices elsewhere in Ireland or abroad.  


The potential risks of confusing form and substance are suggested by the results of a recent feasibility study conducted by the Department of Enterprise and Employment to assess whether the Plato model could be taken on by the County Enterprise Boards.  The report details the criteria necessary for a solid Plato network (for example, an SME base of 500 suitable companies of whom 80-100 are potential participants in the programme, at least ten large companies each with between over 20 managers willing to participate, and a suitably compact geographical area).  The report concluded that “the CEBs were ideally suited as host organisations and provided the best available opportunity to meet the local management requirements for the introduction of new Plato networks in new areas of the country. In line with the criteria specified, County Enterprise Boards have spearheaded the implementation of Plato programmes in five areas -- the greater Cork and greater Limerick area, Louth (allied with Newry in Northern Ireland), Kildare and South Dublin (an expansion of the original Tallaght project).
  


But the central methodological question remains whether to find areas that suit the Plato “model” of large-firm mentoring, or find ways of reinterpreting mentoring to meet the needs of the economic activity in various settings.  

The Northside Partnership


The Northside Partnership covers the area from Coolock to Kilbarrack (known as Dublin’s Northside), a relatively new suburb of Dublin built, like Tallaght, in the 1970s.  The area is considered to be one of the worst unemployment blackspots in the country.  The current rate of unemployment in the Northside Partnership area is 31 per cent.  For people between the ages of 15 and 21, the rate is over 35 per cent.  Thirty-four per cent of the inhabitants of the area left school before the age of 15 and a further 19 per cent did so at the age of 15.  For a substantial number of those living within the area, neither the educational context provided by their families, their communities or their own experiences within the formal school system adequately prepare them to enter the labour market.  


For the Northside Partnership, the central problem in the local labour market is that local residents are not being hired by local firms on the industrial estates in the area.  Among the firms located nearby are several successful and relatively large foreign and domestic companies.  The housing estates’ notoriety for high rates of long-term unemployment and various social problems may make residents unappealing to recruiters.  A main aim of the Partnership is therefore to find strategies to overcome what seems to be a reluctance to hire the local long-term unemployed.  One of the principal means to this end has been the creation of a local firm, Speedpak, whose purpose is to hire and train the unemployed, particularly the most disadvantaged, and demonstrate both through their success in operating a commercially viable plant and in obtaining jobs elsewhere that the community from which they come has a place in the active economy.  

Speedpak


Speedpak’s main activity is short-run, contract packaging and subassembly.  To date its operations have included subassembly of toys and other products and shrink-wrapping of promotional materials used in advertising campaigns:  toothbrushes, for example, will be attached to boxes containing tubes of a popular toothpaste, and the combination is then offered to the public for several months in the hope that the popularity of the latter will increase sales of the former.  Production runs of promotional items or seasonal gifts are typically too short to be of interest to large domestic packagers; so Speedpak can offer domestic customers the advantage of quick turnaround in a market where advertising and seasonal deadlines traditionally made recourse to foreign firms risky.  Speedpak currently employs 30 people and the firm is so successful in placing its employees in other jobs that it can recruit around 30 new staff every six months.  


This choice of line of business and market were determined by the firm’s goal of teaching the unemployed, including many with little work experience at all, a skill that would increase their chances of long-term employability, and doing so under conditions as demanding as those they would find in any well organised company.  The Economic Committee of the Northside Board thus began by selecting a consultant to ascertain which skill or skills now contribute to employability.  This consultant, a former production manager at a Cadbury’s confectionery plant, in turn conducted a thorough if informal survey of about one hundred of his former colleagues and associates.  His interlocutors, he found, were nearly unanimous in holding that craft skills by themselves were no longer highly valued.  Instead, the ability to solve problems in groups -- the ability, that is, to work with others in detecting and resolving problems in work set-up or organisation -- was seen as sufficient for many of the new jobs and a necessary precondition for learning the more specific technical skills required in others.  Given the limits of the start-up capital that could be provided by the Northside Partnership, the best way to design a firm that regularly “produced” the kinds of problems teams would need to solve was to use simple technology that constantly had to be reconfigured to meet new demands on a tight schedule.  Shrink-wrapping items for time-sensitive markets provided the right combination of technical simplicity and organisational rigor, while meeting the additional criterion of potential commercial viability as well.  


To check whether Speedpak actually teaches the lesson of team problem-solving it advertises, we applied the test, suggested in Chapter 1, of taking the firm at its word, and asked a group of four employees (the youngest in his late teens, the oldest in her early forties) to show us the most recent problem they had solved.  The week before, they said, a customer had overestimated the number of shrink-wrapped units -- a box of detergent joined to a small bar of soap -- that could fit in the cartons supplied:  the customer had calculated four units, stacked on their broad side, per carton, but only three would fit.  With only three units per carton there was so much empty space that the contents shifted in a way that could have caused damage, and the supply of cartons was insufficient, at that ratio, to pack the whole order.  As a solution the workgroup proposed rotating the units and packing them in two layers of two each, end to end.  To the evident satisfaction of the Speedpak employees, the customer’s packing department admitted its error, approved the change, and the job proceeded.  If problem solving in groups is the foundation of employability, these employees are likely to find jobs easily.  

While Speedpak is intended to survive without operating subsidies, it is unclear whether it can, or, indeed, how its operating expenses should be calculated.  For one thing, the wages it effectively pays depend in part on the social welfare benefits available under various programmes to its employees. Disputes regarding eligibility for these benefits has periodically put Speedpak (and the Northside Partnership) at odds with the statutory agencies.  For another, wage levels aside, the firm’s costs are increased by the need to constantly “graduate” the most advanced employees into jobs in other companies and recruit inexperienced replacements who often must initially wrestle with social problems that effect their motivation.  The deeper question, of course, is whether Speedpak is best judged as a firm or as a new kind of vocational school, and if the latter, then how commercial discipline can be maintained without imposing impossible budgetary constraints on the organisation.  We will see in Chapter 5 that neither this question, nor, for that many, any like it, is being systematically discussed either by those monitoring the developments in the partnerships or by other partnerships pursuing strikingly similar projects.  


The absence of this discussion is all the more disquieting because the success of Speedpak, if it does indeed prove sustainable, would have consequences far beyond the number of persons the firm itself directly trains and places.  Leaving aside its possible influence on the reorganisation of vocational training, the firm could have a substantial influence locally by changing employers’ perceptions of the capacities and prospects of the unemployed.  To see why such a change is important, and how, beyond the demonstration provided by Speedpak, it might be realised, we consider a complementary programme of the Northside Partnership, Contact Point, that focuses more on placement than training.  

Contact Point


Almost two-thirds of vacancies in local companies are not advertised.  In many settings this would not disadvantage local job seekers, as information about openings is by word of mouth, and employees who live close to their work simply spread the news to their local circles.  But many employees of Northside firms live outside the area, so word of mouth actually disadvantages those who do.  Piled on top of the stereotype of the housing estate resident as unsuited for work, word of mouth advertisement walls off local jobs from those closest to them.  The Contact Point programme run by the Northside Partnership is intended to foster a close link between local recruiters and the local unemployed in order to overcome this barrier.  


The programme, based on a Dutch model, looks to both the supply and the demand sides of the labour market.  While many labour market programmes provide individual counselling to the unemployed as they search for jobs, few effectively combine this with building close links with potential employers.  To do this, Contact Point offers employers a register of all local job seekers, with the assurance that each has been interviewed and counselled by Contact Point staff.  The programme also provides employers with advice on framing job specifications, screening of suitable applicants, and identification of possible additional training needs after placement.  


The relation between Contact Point and the leading local employers began informally.  At the start of the programme, members of the Northside Partnership board who are themselves businessmen or managers held breakfast meetings with other local employers to introduce and refine the idea of using the partnership as a recruitment instrument.  The partnership offers to identify local people for job openings and, where necessary, provide training and retraining for those who need it before taking on a particular position.  Regular consultations are now held between Contact Point “mediators,” who are usually from an industry background, and employers to define immediate or upcoming recruitment needs.  Appropriate local applicants are then identified from an up-to-date register of local job seekers which is compiled on the basis of personal interviews carried out between the same mediators who liaise with local employers and the unemployed person.  These interviews could result in a period of training or retraining before the job search process begins; in others, the mediator concludes that the person has the capabilities that local employers are looking for.  In each case, the mediator can base the assessment on an intimate knowledge of the recruitment needs of local employers in terms of skills, experience and motivation.  

Thus, through Contact Point, the partnership in effect, guarantees or sponsors local people and, through projects such as Speedpak and the guidance programme known as “Individual Career Path Counselling,” ensures that they are equipped with the necessary basic work skills for the particular job.  


The success of the programme’s integrated approach was recognised in the Interim Report of the Task Force on Long-Term Unemployment which, in July 1995, recommended the implementation of a nation-wide Local Employment Service based around the Contact Point model.
  Among other things, the report identified a lack of high quality guidance and counselling services for the unemployed, which meant that some of the positive outcomes from training and educational programmes were going to waste and that job matching was somewhat haphazard.  Contact Point’s Individual Career Path Counselling was selected as the practical model for the development of local advisory services that emphasise personal guidance and accompaniment of the unemployed combined with a much closer link between the employment services and local enterprises than was possible in the past.  
Dundalk Employment Partnership


Dundalk is a border town.  For a variety of reasons, many linked to the nearby troubles in Northern Ireland, the quality of life of many residents has deteriorated over the past decade.  Before the troubles, the town had a fairly strong manufacturing base.  Several branch plants of British companies in the footwear and clothing industries were located there along with major Irish firms.  The decline in both Irish and British manufacturing throughout the 1980s, combined with an unattractive location along a closed border, led to a substantial reduction in manufacturing jobs in the town, and so to large-scale unemployment.  


Dundalk is currently classed as one of the six most deprived areas in Ireland.  At 28.4 per cent, the level of unemployment is half again as high the national average.  Forty-five per cent of the unemployed are older than 34, and there has been a vertiginous increase in the number of long-term unemployed within that age group.  For example, between 1991 and 1995, while the overall level of unemployment remained the same, the number unemployed for more than two years increased by over 40 per cent; the number on the Live Register for more than three years rose by 50 per cent.  The rate of long-term unemployment is particularly high on local authority housing estates which, as elsewhere, increasingly are home to second and third generation unemployed.  In Dundalk the share of the housing stock rented by the Local Authority, the share of semiskilled or unskilled manual workers in the workforce, and the share of households where the head of household may never have been in paid employment are all above the respective national averages.  The area has a very high level of early school leaving and, with a reduced job base, employers often insist on formal qualifications even for the lowest skill jobs.  


Forbairt and the IDA have succeeded in attracting some inward investment into the area, and this has helped stabilise the rate of short-term unemployment during the past two years.  But the arrival of industries from outside the area has had little effect on the rate of long-term unemployment, which has continued to rise dramatically.  As in Tallaght, those who have not recently had a job are not likely to be considered for new ones.  


The aim of the Dundalk Employment Partnership is therefore to improve the employability of the long-term unemployed by showing employers, and often the unemployed themselves, that those at the margins of or even outside the labour market can work to appropriate standards.  The partnership’s programmes increasingly revolve around developing enterprises that employ the long-term unemployed and encouraging the long-term unemployed to start their own businesses.  Essentially, the partnership aims to work to change the perception of the long-term unemployed; from being the questionable part of a social question that sets them aside from others, to being another and fully legitimate component of the economic development process in which the town is engaged.  An example is Paksort.  

Paksort


Paksort is an enterprise established by the partnership in close collaboration with the Guinness Company, whose local brewery and packaging plant are both major employers in the town.  Whereas the Speedpak project, whatever its formal budgetary constraints, is mainly concerned with, as it were, “commercialising” individuals by training them for employment elsewhere, Paksort has been designed as a commercial enterprise that will employ increasing numbers of permanent staff from the ranks of the long-term unemployed as it grows.  It is meant to be, therefore, at least as much, if not more, a source of employment than a training ground for employability.  


This difference aside, Paksort resembles Speedpak in fundamental ways:  It, too, has identified a market opportunity in the increasing recourse or preference of large and medium-sized companies to decentralise production by sub-contracting processes that either need specialist equipment or that are based on short production runs.  


In this case, the Guinness Packaging Plant, which had changed its entire returnable bottle stock to 33 cl. size, required an off-site bottle sorting plant to separate the different brand types according to colour or shape.  The partnership was one of a number of potential contractors invited to tender for the work.  Close contact between the partnership and high managers in the Guinness Company helped provide assurance that the partnership’s winning tender was indeed credible.  


After securing the contract, the Dundalk Partnership recruited a manager with wide experience in the field, and then worked with the Guinness Packaging Plant to design the production line, define the requisite, and demanding, quality standards, and get the operation up and running.  


Paksort works according to tight production and delivery schedules. Lorries unload cartons of bottles collected by wholesalers from their regional clients.  These are then sorted and passed to the bottling plant for reuse.  Stocks of sorted bottles at the packaging plant are kept to a bare minimum.  Sorting errors would cause extremely costly disruption of the customer’s high-speed bottling lines.  


Participants in the programme are intended to get training in all phases of the process, with the ultimate aim being to develop proof they can work in a team to extremely high quality standards in a job demanding enormous concentration.  As of our visit, however, quality control was is in the hands of a distinct group of inspectors, as in a traditional mass-production plant.  It was unclear when, if ever, employees would participate in design of work organisation or, indeed, what responsibilities, beyond quality control, would eventually be assigned to the work “teams.”  


Paksort is an independent company, with its own board drawn from members of the partnership board.  The Board of Paksort was designed such that the representatives brought to the board a range of practical financial, production/operations, and human resource expertise.  The partnership’s secretariat and outside business advisor complement the resources available through the board.  


Paksort and the partnership are thus mutually defining.  First and foremost, the partnership board was constructed such that the major local enterprise was intimately connected to the organisation’s work, and could therefore indicate a potential enterprise opportunity of which community groups outside the formal partnership structure might not have been made aware.  Second, the participation of the private enterprise gave the partnership’s quasi-social enterprise a strong commercial orientation and forced the managers to adopt the same practices and standards as any other firm supplying the sponsoring company.  


But all this intimacy comes at a price.  Paksort’s idea of teamwork comes from Guinness, not, as in the case of Speedpak, from its own canvass of best practice.  Paksort’s freedom to experiment, moreover, is sharply limited by the need to meet its customer’s extremely demanding production requirements.  Finally, intimacy can often provoke suspicion of conspiracy.  One of many long-term ways to allay such fears, and regain a margin of experimental manoeuvre that might be used to extend training and teamwork, would be to diversify production to serve other customers.  That would both demonstrate Paksort’s independence and force the firm to test its organisation in new and demanding settings.  


This close counselling and guidance of enterprises and individuals is evident as well in the case of other enterprises started with the partnership’s support.  One of these is Eros Ltd. which grew out of the closure of a branch plant in Dundalk, a clothing unit of the British firm, Courtaulds.  After the closure, the Dundalk Partnership helped one of the former managers to reorganise the plant as a stand-alone company.  The starting point for the new enterprise was the realisation that the factory’s workforce was highly skilled in the cutting and sewing of lycra and other materials used in swimwear and lingerie.  With this pool of expert machinists, the enterprise can produce short batches of quality garments in various fabrics to customer specifications -- precisely what is needed in lines of business like fashion swimwear where product lifespans are short and turnaround times are rapid even in comparison to other segments of the fashion industry.  


The partnership provided business support to Eros Ltd., including a consultant to help prepare a business plan, assistance with an application to Forbairt (then IDA), plus secretarial and office services.  Rather than offering financial help, which eventually came from government sources such as the IDA, the partnership mainly offered “hand-holding” and encouragement.  The enterprise is now exporting to the UK and includes international mail order catalogues among its clients.  


The partnership has provided similar services, on a smaller scale, to numerous unemployed persons looking to start businesses as diverse as barber shops, flower shops and music tutoring services.  An important instrument used by the partnership to encourage these efforts is the Area Allowance for Enterprise (AA(E)), a programme that was developed by the partnerships and operates only where they do.  Through this programme, potential entrepreneurs can retain full unemployment benefit for one year while they are starting a business, followed by 75 per cent the second year, 50 per cent the third, and so on.  This entitlement is significantly higher than those offered through the “Back to Work” scheme, which starts at 75 per cent for the first year.  It is the partnership rather than the Department of Social Welfare that decides eligibility decision.  This allows for local co-ordination:  Dundalk can support only so many attempts to start new barber shops simultaneously.  And, of course, those projects that are approved can receive, right from the start, the kind of support they will need from a local institution familiar with their plans, confident in their abilities, and well placed to find nearby solutions to problems.  The development of a business plan, mentoring, the evaluation of progress, and consideration of eventual financial support are all connected from the first.  In effect, the Dundalk Partnership, at its best, becomes in this way a kind of popular venture capitalist, nurturing new firms by providing both hands-on management support and “equity” financing on condition that the start-ups develop credible plans and meet their goals.  

People Against Unemployment in Limerick (PAUL) Partnership 


The PAUL Partnership was established as part of the EU Poverty III pilot programme.  Although the parameters for defining poverty and the range of possible responses were broad in the Poverty III programme, in effect the PAUL Partnership, as its name suggests, viewed unemployment as the overriding concern.  


In its initial phase, the partnership targeted four specific geographic areas, chosen on the basis of unemployment rate, rather than focusing on vulnerable groups.  With the incorporation of the PAUL Partnership into the Area-Based Response to Long-Term Unemployment, the target area had to be widened beyond the four chosen areas to cover the entire city of Limerick.  This expansion was opposed by some within the partnership, who would have preferred, if anything, narrowing rather than broadening the target area.  Their fear was that expansion would jeopardise the inchoate forms of participative goal-setting and management that made the organisation’s work effective.  Inclusion of the partnership in the Area-Based Response, on the other hand, had the clear advantages of providing more secure and longer term funding, and offering the opportunity to participate in a nationally co-ordinated response to long-term unemployment.  We are simply in no position to say whether the costs of amalgamation have outweighed the benefits.  But it is important to note that the partnerships are today, if anything, more threatened by disruption through expansion of the programme than ever before; and we will return to the problem below.  


The PAUL Partnership, in any event, has been particularly successful in the area of welfare rights and advocacy on behalf of the unemployed.  In particular, the partnership has been involved in successful “take-up” campaigns and other welfare information activities.  Moreover, it has communicated the information collected through these activities to central government, with the result that it has had a sizeable influence on new legislation.  


One example is the contribution of PAUL, together with other local development groups, to the transformation of the Social Employment Scheme into the Community Employment Scheme.  The Social Employment Scheme (SES) was the government’s main response to long-term unemployment at the time.  The SES provided temporary part-time unemployment to persons aged over 25 who had been out of work for more than one year.  The income received by participants was broadly similar to that payable under the normal unemployment benefit programme.  The SES was funded by the state training agency, FÁS, and implemented by local sponsors, often non-profit groups, public bodies or local authorities.  An evaluation of the programme in the Limerick area by the PAUL Partnership detected important flaws.  For one thing, although participants earned slightly more money on SES than when drawing unemployment benefit, they lost their secondary benefits, of which the most important was the indispensable medical insurance card.  For another, a number of schemes included no training component, even though this was supposed to be an integral part of the programme’s approach, and participants rarely got the chance to use their existing skills.  The results under the then-current legislation, moreover, were discouraging:  The placement rate in long-term employment after completion of the programme was as low as 20 per cent.  In 1992, SES was replaced by the Community Employment Development Programme (CEDP) again funded by FÁS, which provided enhanced training provision and retention of secondary benefits for the duration of the programme, as had been urged by PAUL and other local development groups.
  


A second example of the partnership’s use of local experience to guide reformation of national legislation concerns consumer credit.  Working closely with the Mid-Western Health Board, PAUL founded the Money Advice Project, which provides low-income families with information, advice and support in managing their debts, and helps organise the supply of low-cost credit to residents of poor areas.  The partnership’s community-based advising services also provide access to special credit union accounts for participants.  In addition, volunteers from the credit union offer workshops on money management (which 600 people attended last year), individual savings schemes have been established in conjunction with government employment programmes such as the Community Employment Programme, and a Young Person’s Guide to Money has been produced.  This project directly influenced the elaboration of the Consumer Credit Bill, and has been embraced by the Department of Social Welfare as part of its national Money Advice Programme.  


Like the Tallaght Partnership, PAUL has come to focus increasingly on piloting innovative programmes.  For example, between 1992 and 1994 PAUL ran a programme for single parents funded through the HORIZON element of the Human Resources Initiative which was one of the first programmes designed to integrate single mothers into the labour market.  In so doing it highlighted a number of factors that prejudice against their entering the workforce.  Segments of the training have now been mainstreamed by the Limerick City Vocational Education Committee (VEC) and FÁS, and measures to favour lone parents have been introduced as a result.  Similarly, the partnership formed a project to respond to a need among older people -- particularly women with school-age children -- who left school as early as 14 and now lack basic educational skills; and this project too is being mainstreamed by the VEC.  


This list, which could be lengthened, is already long enough to suggest the danger of “dispersion”:  In pursuing many projects aimed at correction of existing programmes, PAUL may be trading immediate but limited benefits for the possibility of larger reforms through exploration of new ways of linking previously distinct services: combining, to take a speculative example, tenant participation in estate management with training in the management of personal debt or job preparation.  Again, we are in no position to weigh costs and benefits, and one of the advantages of the system of democratic experimentalism we will discuss below is to allow systematic evaluation of the potential complementarities and conflicts between PAUL’s emphasis on legislative reform and other strategies of innovation.  

Local development groups in rural areas


Rural areas throughout the OECD area have been severely affected by structural change over the past three decades.  The process of adjustment in the rural economy is well-known.  Technological advances, such as the development of high-yield crops, increase supply beyond stable demand, which results in downward pressure on prices.  The more efficient producers continue to invest in new methods of cutting unit costs.  Less efficient producers are forced to follow suit to maintain their market position relative to the leading producers.  Those unable to maintain the necessary level of investment fail and are absorbed into larger farms.  The land consolidation thus is, perhaps, the defining manifestation of restructuring, and one of the primary methods of reducing unit production costs.  The process of agricultural restructuring is therefore characterised by increasingly large land holdings, a decline in the number of landholders, market dominance by capital-intensive, high-yield, large-acreage commercial farms and a movement out of agriculture or into non-traditional agricultural activities on the part of the smaller farmers.  


The transformation of rural areas in Ireland generally parallels that of rural areas across Europe.  The largest one-fifth of farms comprises almost two-fifths of all land and produces over two-thirds of all agricultural output.  There are, however, important differences between the Irish context and that of other countries, and these differences are relevant here.  


In Ireland, aggregation of landholdings did not take place on the same scale as elsewhere.  The decline in individual agricultural incomes was certainly significant; neither a pastoral heritage nor political support from Dublin and Brussels could stave off the consequences of changing global trade patterns and pricing systems.  Yet the effect of the decline in or increasing volatility of agricultural incomes has not so far had the effect on the shape of the rural landscape as in other countries.
  While conventional agricultural employment in Ireland has shrunk, from 255 000 in 1973 to 144 000 in 1993, landholding has remained quite stable and land consolidation has been low.  


 The survival strategies of Irish small farmers in the face of agricultural restructuring include enhanced full-time farming on larger consolidated holdings; off-farm employment, combined with “after-hours” farming; and diversification into other, non-traditional activities.  The breakdown among landholders is 40 per cent full-time farmers, 30 per cent part-time farmers drawing only a minority of their total household income from farming, and 30 per cent “after-hours” farmers.  The number of persons in this last category increased by over 70 per cent between 1960 and 1987.  Of all households whose head of household is classified as a farmer, the proportion of total household income deriving from agriculture has declined from 70 per cent in 1973 to 54 per cent in 1987.
  Among those who have off-farm employment, studies show that a substantial group have “at least moderate levels of education” and “only a minority are engaged in unskilled manual work.”  On the other hand, small-scale farmers who stay in full-time farming either because they prefer it, are unqualified for other work, or are too geographically remote, are “among the most poverty prone groupings in Irish society.”
  The proportion of farmers with secondary incomes that exceed agricultural income increases, logically, as the holdings get smaller and also with proximity to urban centres.  There are signs, however, that the pace of land consolidation and movement out of agriculture is increasing, largely because of reform of the CAP -- before adequate diversification of the rural economy has taken place.  


The reform of the CAP in 1992 marks a significant shift with as yet uncertain implications.  This reform tightens supply controls, significantly reduces production subsidies such as support prices, promotes agricultural restructuring through agri-environmental and forestry programmes and encourages early retirement of older farmers.  The emphasis of the original CAP on intervention support within their traditional sphere of agriculture has now been replaced by a vaguer encouragement of alternative activities.  For Ireland, at least, in the view of the NESC the programmes to promote diversification, while important, will not “compensate for the constraints imposed on conventional farming.”
  


The strength of Irish agriculture lies in its large dairy and meat co-operatives, who are increasingly sophisticated food processors.  These co-ops, some of which are now public limited companies, include many thousands of small farmers and can provide a fairly stable market for milk or beef.  This connection to world markets helps keep Irish agriculture in these sectors competitive; but it also increases the potential volatility of farm incomes by concentrating agricultural activities in areas dependent on politically set quota levels.  In periods of quota reduction, moreover, the resources available for small producers to invest in production improvements, buy out surplus quota rights from less efficient producers, or start up new agricultural or non-agricultural activities is limited.  These limitations explain, in part, why increasing demand for speciality food products in Ireland has largely been filled by imports into the country or by upstream processing efforts by large indigenous agricultural enterprises, but not so much by small producers.  The co-operative system has worked so well, it could be argued, that there is a lack of skills and experiences in other rural activities.  This contrasts with other small OECD countries such as Belgium, where a large range of speciality products and foodstuffs have been developed and where small producers have formed small- or medium-sized co-operatives that engage in product and market research, but that nonetheless allow small farmers themselves to have hands-on experience of the process of developing new products, markets and technologies.
  

A further, crucial complication is that strain in the agricultural sector is unlikely to be relieved, as it often was in the recent past, by the development of industry in the countryside.  The option of off-farm employment in Ireland was encouraged initially by the spread of infrastructural services to rural areas.  A significant proportion of rural dwellers with non-agricultural employment work for the public utility companies such as gas, electricity and water.  In addition, for a period, the government adopted a policy of rural or regional industrialisation which involved the compilation of a list of 200 small rural settlements that were targeted as potential industrial sites.  This policy rested largely on the attraction of foreign companies into areas previously without much industry, chiefly through the use of grant aid and other benefits.  Its success, due to a combination of strong incentive packages and a preference among the locating companies for non-urban “greenfield sites,” had a significant impact on rural areas.  Thanks to these fast-growing export-oriented enterprises, the rural areas concerned experienced rates of industrial growth above those of the Dublin area throughout the 1970s.  While in the Dublin area many traditional Irish firms producing internationally-traded goods such as textiles and footwear were being closed or restructured, firms locating in rural areas were in that period both protected by subsidies and largely concentrated in expanding industries.  The arrival of foreign enterprises served to spread industrial production more evenly across the country than had been the case before.  


The political prominence of regional industrialisation as a policy was affected by the classification of Dublin as an area of disadvantage, and thus a target for industrial redevelopment.  This change, together with the reduction in the number of companies locating in Ireland, for reasons discussed in Chapter 2, have increased the competition for inward investment among Ireland’s rural regions, all of which are agreed that Dublin still has major political and infrastructural advantages in the contest for new firms.  Moreover, competition from other peripheral regions in Europe for “nomadic” branch has raised the stakes to the point that the incentives that need to be offered are enormously high and call into question the economic logic of the policy.  The relocation of the Digital plant from Galway to Ayrshire in Scotland was a sobering example in this regard.  


The upshot is that rural Ireland can no longer rely either on its long-standing strengths in the production of agricultural commodities or on rural industrialisation to undergird the vitality of areas that have lived off the land for generations.  Indeed, economic development is no longer solely, or even primarily, a question of agricultural policy.  It is now clear that the balanced development of rural areas depends on a range of factors such as: investment and industrial strategies, employment policies, education, health and other social services, housing and transportation facilities.  With agricultural potential now no longer defining the potential for economic development, the advantages of a region must be viewed from this more comprehensive perspective.  In Ireland, as in the rest of the OECD, all this has enhanced the prominence of strategic or integrative approaches to rural development.  


From the vantage point of this integrative approach, the chief goal is to stabilise the population base and end dependence on out-migration.  For most groups, the key to retaining a stable population base involves mastering three issues:  1) the provision of sufficient economic opportunities, which in the present day depends on the ability to supplement traditional agricultural activities with other income-generating activities; 2) the provision of adequate infrastructural and other services, ranging from transportation to education and training, and 3) the maintenance of a strong sense of community and promotion of community social and cultural support structures.  


As a result of outmigration, unemployment in most rural areas is relatively low, compared with disadvantaged urban areas; but, as a result of the cumulative structural changes, underemployment is widespread.  In contrast to partnerships in the urban areas, therefore, rural local development initiatives in rural areas do not generally have to become as involved in programmes to support and train the long-term unemployed.  The emphasis in these areas can be, instead, on the creation of new and innovative farm enterprises, and on enhancing “marginal” employment -- for example, supplementary off-farm activities, food processing of farm produce, rural tourism and so on.  


The establishment of the Operational Programmes for Agriculture and Tourism, along with the expansion of the CEBs, means that funding is now available from other sources for projects that could be eligible for LEADER funding.  For example, alternative farm enterprises such as deer farming and sport horse breeding were encouraged and assisted under the LEADER I programme but now they would be more likely to obtain funding through the Operational Programme for Agriculture.  In theory, this gives greater scope for LEADER II to direct funds towards the more developmental or innovative projects, including animation of community development activities and provision of training programmes that lie outside the remit of the Operational Programmes and the CEB.  For the same reasons, the various Operational Programmes should have the effect of freeing some resources that have been previously used for enterprise creation for use on educational and community regeneration programmes:  for example, efforts to inculcate ties to the home region in early school years so that attendance at university or college is an occasion for young persons to acquire the skills to prosper locally, not, as now, a “first stage” in the exploration of the outside world that ends in emigration. described above.  


Two rural partnerships known to have reacted thoughtfully and effectively to local change are described below.  

Ballyhoura Development Partnership


The Ballyhoura area straddles the Ballyhoura Mountains in the southeast of County Limerick and the northeast of County Cork.  It is an agricultural area mainly dependent on small-scale livestock farming.  In recent years it has experienced severe economic and employment problems.  As a result, there has been an increase in the traditionally high rate of outmigration.  Between 1981 and 1986, 1 100 people out of a total population of only 37 400 migrated from the area.  The rate of unemployment is also high for a rural area, reaching 15 per cent in 1994.  An increasing number of villages are derelict or at risk of becoming so.  


The Ballyhoura Development Company grew out of the Ballyhoura Failte Society Ltd., which was created in 1986 as a co-operatives venture with the objective of developing tourism as a source of rural employment.  The initiative developed from a plan to regenerate the town of Kilfinane.  In 1988, the initiative was extended into a broader rural development programme with the establishment of the Ballyhoura Development Board.  It qualified for funding under the LEADER programme in 1992.  


The development strategy of Ballyhoura Development has two main elements:  enterprise promotion and community regeneration.  

Community regeneration


According to local people, despite the remarkable range of local community groups, the spirit of community had begun to weaken.  This was partly a result of new agricultural practices (notably measures introduced under the Common Agricultural Policy) that seemed to reduce the need for strong local co-operation and partly because of the apparently arbitrary and short-term support for community activities from the central government.  


In the early 1970s there was a period of prosperity linked to the arrival of EU agricultural support mechanisms, but this has been followed by a more gradual decline in income levels as subsidies have been systematically reduced.  During the 1970s and 1980s, community groups went into a period of relative inactivity.  Two specific features of the CAP were noted by rural communities as contributing to this decline.  

First, the CAP helped the individual farmer, and more specifically larger farmers, it was not a programme of wider development of the rural area.  Fundamentally, income in the area was channelled to individuals rather than to organisations that could plan strategically.  

Second, the CAP’s quotas and intervention prices meant that farmers incentives and incomes were determined by an outside agency on an individual basis.  The sense of co-operation among farmers thus diminished as yields became conditional not on support from other farmers repaid in kind, but on directives outlining set-aside levels and so on.  


The surge in outmigration, underemployment and poverty in rural areas that has resulted from continuing restructuring of the agricultural sector and the cutting of EU subsidies has reinvigorated the rural development debate.  The Integrated Rural Development and LEADER Programmes (discussed in Chapter 3) were the first attempts to address the non-agricultural questions that had arisen through the decline of agriculture.  The activities of these, relatively small-scale programmes has illuminated the need for rejuvenation of the traditional voluntarism and community support that once underpinned daily life in these areas.  


The approach taken by Ballyhoura and South Kerry, among others, has been described as an attempt to recreate the community movement of the 1940s inspired by Canon Hayes.  Community Councils were established by Hayes to help bring services to communities (electricity, water, sewage, and social facilities).  This is still seen as the heyday of rural voluntarism, and the model for today’s initiatives.  


The first practical step taken by Ballyhoura Development Ltd. in community regeneration was the establishment of a Community Consultative Committee (CCC) in 1990.  By 1993, when the CCC had grown to encompass more than 30 voluntary groups, it took on its first major project.  With technical expertise from University College Dublin, 500 volunteers carried out an audit that collected data on the skills of 21 777 adults and the resources of over one thousand settlements.  The audit had two products: information which was used by community in integrated planning (1994-99); and motivation for the communities that they could organise large and innovative projects within a partnership structure.  The motivation outcome was particularly significant because of the feeling among many local people that their work was undervalued by government.  


One small, but illustrative, initiative undertaken by Ballyhoura Development is its Community Housing Project, an intermediate step between council housing and home ownership in rural villages.  Council housing for those on a low income usually involves a move to estates in the larger towns where the vast majority of public housing is concentrated.  As was discussed above, these public housing estates concentrate acute poverty and deprivation.  The future of the people in these areas is at best uncertain.  The Community Housing project starts from the premise that low-cost housing should not require relocation out of the Ballyhoura area and that it would be positive for the society as a whole if people were given the option to remain in their home area rather adding to the urban problems described above.  


The houses made available to local residents through this scheme are either new or renovated and located in small villages.  Selection of tenants is made by the local authority and by the local community with the aim of creating a mix of people that will sustain the vibrancy of the community, with preference given to those on council housing waiting lists.  Although this is a small programme, it suggests an innovative approach to stopping the cycle of outmigration that has affected areas like Ballyhoura for over a century.  Such community regeneration programmes, of course, only make sense within a development strategy that creates economic activity to deter outmigration.  

Enterprise development


As was discussed earlier, the development of non-traditional farming industries or niche market products requires strong co-operation among a range of different actors.  This is exemplified by the agricultural diversification and alternative enterprise creation activities of Ballyhoura Development.  


The quota restrictions on traditional farming activities in the Ballyhoura area prompted Ballyhoura Development to look for new products that the company could market on behalf of local small farmers.  The partnership structure of the board generated the initial idea:  a representative of the large Dairygold Co-operative who sits on the Board of Ballyhoura Development suggested that seed potatoes, which the co-operative was importing at the time, could provide a steady source of income for local farmers.  


Ballyhoura Development identified the logical partners for the operation and organised the division of labour according to competencies.  For example, Dairygold Co-operative acts as the market partner, advising on demand level, quality standards and so on.  The Department of Agriculture provides quality control and disease testing services, while the Department of Agriculture’s research and training arm, Teagasc, provides training courses.  Local community groups, including farmers groups, acted to build a consensus on cultivation and purchase procedures and to guarantee the use of certified seed, thereby reducing the risk of disease.  


The farmers have now formed a small co-operative, which agrees on standards for growers and will invest in refrigerated storage facilities and quality management equipment to more fully commercialise the business.  


One of the important lessons from this example is that a strategic approach to enterprise creation permits a system to be put in place in which all the logical steps are covered by one actor or another.  The problems of targeting and quality are here resolved by the involvement of the large commercial enterprise.  Technical issues are taken care of by the Department of Agriculture and the Teagasc.  Co-ordination is a key requirement.  


According to Ballyhoura Development, and other development actors, many current development projects are somewhat naive in the sense that they are undertaken without sufficient attention being paid to long-term demand, identification of relevant partners, or relative quality standards that will be required.  


In addition to the development of new agricultural activities, Ballyhoura is also involved in promoting alternative farm enterprises.  The attraction of the speciality food industry is easy to see.  First, the products have a high value added and are usually processed from local raw food commodities.  Second, the domestic market for such products, which was traditionally underdeveloped has expanded enormously, in line with a general European pattern of increased consumer demand for high quality foodstuffs.  The lack of domestic demand that inhibited the growth of a speciality food stuffs industry has now increased greatly, with ease of transportation making the British and European markets more accessible.  


At the same time, this increasing demand is also characterised by “fickleness,” a constant demand for new products and different brands.  The cost of product devilment therefore becomes a key issue.  It is not enough to identify a market for ham with a particular cure or glaze, that market is dynamic and, for the small supplier, there is a need to constantly refine the product or be developing others.  Therefore, although the speciality or processed food industry is attractive, it is also both competitive and demanding.  


Ballyhoura Development are currently guiding the development of a number of alternative enterprises.  Among the most successful is an enterprise specialising in cured meats.  The would-be entrepreneur, who had been curing meats on a small scale for a long time, approached Ballyhoura with the idea of expanding production and selling commercially.  Ballyhoura provided assistance with developing a business plan, researched the feasibility of curing on a large scale, and helped him upon the best mix of cures for the national and international markets.  With funding from the LEADER Programme, the entrepreneur was helped to define the level of expected income from the enterprise, the level of investment that could be supported and given some grant assistance to purchase buildings and cooking and smoking equipment.  The enterprise has now identified a successful image and brand name for itself and has been successful in marketing its products to supermarkets and other large distributors.  However, as was mentioned before, the competitive nature of the market means that new products must be continuously developed and existing products refined.  


It is in this area that the LEADER can play an important role.  Providing investment capital to buy land or buildings may more properly be the role of the private financial sector, small business advising may be the role of Forbairt, but the provision of resources and guidance in such innovative areas as new product development, which is key to the successful adaptation and survival of small businesses, is an area where a programme like LEADER comes into its own.  The idea of a permanent research team to help local small enterprises respond to changes in demand was mentioned by one representative of Ballyhoura.  Given the range of enterprises from cooked meats to goats cheese that are faced with constant development and redevelopment of product lines, this would appear to be an idea that captures the spirit of the LEADER concept.  

South Kerry Partnership


The South Kerry Partnership Limited is located in a remote rural area of southwest Ireland which has, for the past century and a half suffered endemic outmigration.  The root problem in the area, even today, is lack of a stable population base.  The inhabitants of the region are spread over a wide area and there is not a sufficient critical mass to sustain traditional economic activities.  The lack of job opportunities, however, both limits income possibilities for those who stay in the area and pushes others to emigrate.  The official unemployment rate is therefore not particularly high.  The partnership, whose mandate is to combat long-term unemployment, must address wider issues than those of retraining, insertion and so on.  The primary objective of the partnership is population retention; the method identified to achieve this is enterprise creation and regeneration of economic activity, allied with revival of community and cultural services.  


The area poses the classic problems of finding non-agricultural rural activities that can generate reliable income in remote areas.  The South Kerry Partnership, like other rural local development groups, is trying to exploit the potential of niche products, in particular speciality food products.  As was mentioned earlier, the level of expertise in the development of value-added, processed and speciality foodstuffs has been lacking in Ireland for a variety of historical and socio-economic reasons.  The traditional constraints on speciality food product development still exist -- a small indigenous population, hence low domestic demand; an agricultural sector focused mainly on agricultural commodities for export; and a poorly developed culinary history leading to a dearth of genuine local specialities.  But the partnership believes that this is changing, with more awareness of both tourist and export market demand.  


Mariculture has particular potential for an area such as South Kerry because:  1) it has a high value-added component, 2) for environmental reasons it needs to be located away from urban settlement and heavy industry, 3) it is relatively labour intensive, and 4) it has low import requirements and is sourced locally, producing spin-off employment.  


The South Kerry Development Partnership, recognising the significance and potential of mariculture, initiated the Mariculture Programme which involves a Mariculture Training Programme and supports the work of a Mariculture Development Officer, financed by the partnership in conjunction with three local in-shore fishermen’s co-operatives.  The work of the partnership aims to complement the grant aid and technical assistance initiatives of the Irish Sea Fisheries Board which have increased in recent years.  


The mariculture or aquaculture programme is mainly concentrated on scallop farming.  The local scallop industry has been successfully established to the point that local actors are looking for ways to increase the value added retained in the local area through processing and direct marketing.  The partnership is therefore putting resources into market research and the development of local brand names and images.  


At the same time, new shellfish stocks are being developed, in particular lobsters, oysters and clams and the partnership will be committing resources to further stock enhancement programmes.  Financial aid is also being given to develop “demonstration” products whose feasibility on a large scale will then be assessed.  Once it becomes clear that, for example, the purity of the waters around South Kerry is a suitable image around which to build a lobster or oyster farming industry, then the partnership, working through the contacts of the Mariculture Development Officer with the Fisheries Board, will look for additional governmental funding sources.
  


In the development of the local mariculture industry, the South Kerry Partnership sees its role as supporting innovative activities which fall between the normal government funding channels.  The partnership format provides a link with government that is essential in the elaboration of projects under the Mariculture Development Initiative -- for example, the partnership’s Mariculture Officer benefits from access to expertise and resources provided through the Fisheries Board even though the projects undertaken may be too small to qualify for direct grant support.  Links with established professional business service providers such as Forbairt are particularly important in terms of advice and technical support.  


The partnership is unusual because it combines both an Area-Based Partnership and a LEADER company.  The combination of the two allows a broader and flexible approach to promotion of economic projects than would be possible through a partnership alone through which social service provision has an equally high priority.  


In terms of financing, the partnership programme has limited funds and a wide range of responsibilities.  Even with an emphasis on promoting the economy of the region, the social needs of residents must also be catered for.  In particular, essential services that have been slowly withdrawn from public provision on the grounds of insufficient population are often offered through the partnership.  Despite the increasing emphasis of the programme on the merits of brokerage rather than direct service delivery, the reality of many rural areas is that there is no clear partner with whom to act as a broker in the absence of state agencies.  The partnership has a certain obligation, therefore, to step in to provide some of the services that local people need on a day-to-day basis.  It was mentioned to the OECD team that the high profile of the partnership in the local community depends on them taking clear action in favour of the local population over what are clearly stated needs.  The provision of such services, which directly promote population retention but only indirectly impact upon the economy, demands the resources and time of the partnership.  Given the limited financial resources of the partnerships, promotion of the economic life of the area through direct enterprise creation would be difficult without the input from the LEADER programme.  


The LEADER I Programme was particularly strong as a support for enterprise creation strategies in rural areas, particularly in terms of providing flexible grant aid.  As such, it is a solid complement to the partnership in this South Kerry context.  The partnership addresses the social agenda, while the LEADER company involves itself with the economic agenda.  Moreover, the LEADER Programme is often a more flexible funding source in working with the partnership than state agencies have tended to be.  For example, it was noted by many people living in the more remote communities that the OECD group visited that the centralised nature of the public administration (and the economy) led to national regulations having perverse effects in local areas distant from Dublin.  The partnership decided to establish a printing enterprise in the area, where it was thought tourist hotels and restaurants would provide steady business.  Their application for support from the IDA was refused on the grounds that as a sector the printing industry was already saturated.  Although as a national strategy sectoral targeting is a necessary element of industrial policy and offers safeguards against displacement effects, in this local situation it takes little account of the territorial dimension.  Oversupply of a product in Dublin does not indicate oversupply in South Kerry.  Regardless of whether the decision of the IDA was correct in economic terms, the LEADER Programme offers the partnership some ability to support small enterprise projects without the obligation to justify actions in terms of national policy strategies.  


There is a strong sense in areas such as South Kerry that the government’s policy overemphasises urban industrialisation and that other policies are introduced at the margins without the same conviction and energy as goes into higher policy priorities.  Perhaps, at heart, the issue centres around the lack of a regional policy, or the suspicion that regional policy consists of promoting the Dublin region and assuming that nothing can be done for areas like Kerry.  

From the particular towards the general


Incomplete as they are, the preceding reports suggest broad conclusions regarding both the partnerships’ identification of new possibilities in the Irish economy and the potential for disadvantaged persons to participate in them.  They also draw attention to the strengths and weakness of the partnerships as organisation instruments for making such discoveries, and making the most of them.  Here we draw out those generalisations, beginning with a review of the substantive findings.  These will not surprise the participants in the partnerships, who seem to take them largely for granted; but they may together astonish outside observers, for whom the surprise may be that the partnerships assume what they do.  Then we turn to certain aspects of the inner life of the partnerships, and in particular the sources and threats to the solidarity that has been a precondition of the their effectiveness.  To the surprise, perhaps, of no one who has tried to make important, small changes in a large and powerful world, we will conclude that as vigorous and successful as they have been, the partnerships are unlikely to survive their discoveries unless their relation with their broader environment is stabilised.  Discussion of that task is reserved for the final chapter.  

A new and accessible economy?


Reduced to a phrase, the finding contained in the experience of the Irish partnerships is that the new, decentralised economy is more pervasive and more accessible than normally supposed.  It was evident in the interest of the small Plato firms in Tallaght in ISO 9 000 and the other disciplines needed to participate in the new customer-supplier relations.  Its influence was evident as well in the choice of niche, time-sensitive markets and, in varying degrees, the internal organisation of Speedpak in Northside and Paksort and Eros in Dundalk; and evident, too, in the search for speciality agricultural and maricultural products in Ballyhoura and South Kerry.  Its evidence is all the more surprising because Irish observers in a good position to know did not expect to find it, and had to convince themselves it could truly be there once the experience of the partnerships was reported to them.  “More than previously thought”, of course, is not the same as “a lot”; and by itself the pervasive influence of the new economy on the projects we visited says little about the actual extension of the new economy in Ireland or elsewhere.  It may even be the case that, following a suggestion in Chapter 2, the early and extensive Irish contact with multinationals changed at some point from a liability to an advantage as these firms began to experiment in earnest with the new methods, and that Ireland, far from being backward, or even just typical -- whatever that means in this uncertain context -- is in some ways ahead of the economic game.  But taking all this into consideration, it seems nonetheless fair to conclude on the basis of the Irish experience that “Irish” surprises of improbable development may be lurking in many apparent backwaters, hidden by the mist of old expectations of stagnation.  


On the Irish evidence, moreover, the new economy is not only more pervasive, but also more accessible to persons from low-wage communities than commonly thought.  This is conspicuously so with respect to training programmes such as Paksort and Speedpak.  They train persons from just those communities in work that demands the problem-solving skills and rigorous reliability that mark the “high performance” jobs said to be characteristic of the new, competitive economy.  They do so -- Speedpak more deliberately, Paksort less so -- by mimicking the very conditions in the factory-classroom that the participants will find in the modern factory.  


If the initial successes of projects like these can be sustained and generalised, they will compel reconsideration, in Ireland and elsewhere, of the nearly exclusive focus on questions of incentives and their effects on morals that have animated public and academic discussion of the connections among work, welfare, and training in recent years.  The central and familiar argument in that discussion is that public support for the needy dulls the incentive to work and eventually creates a dependence on state aid that, in undermining the desire to be self-supporting, destroys first the intention and then the very capacity to acquire the skills needed for economic independence in modern life.  Debate has accordingly focused on demonstrations that particular incentives or training schemes do or do not destroy the disposition to or the capacity for work.  Once the key question became whether persons on welfare were in some large sense fit to work or not there was no pressing reason to pay attention to changes in the organisation of work, and still less to looking closely at the content and precise organisation of training programmes.  If welfare recipients or members of their communities were losing the capacity to work, not much was added to the characterisation of the problem by saying just what sort of work they were decreasingly capable of doing.  For good measure, however, the common assumption is that modern, high-performance jobs increasingly require just the autonomy and entrepreneurial self-determination that welfare saps.  So the decreases in ability and motivation -- disqualifying in themselves -- are made more burdensome by an increase in the demands placed on “modern” workers.  


But if high-performance work is becoming more prevalent, reaching areas of the economy previously regarded as frozen in a more rudimentary past; and if the long-term unemployed can meet the new demands placed on them, then questions of incentives aside, it is worth considering what training and other services ought to be provided to disadvantaged communities so that their members can make the most of the possibilities opening to them.  Such consideration seems to be especially justified in the light of the recent findings in the US and elsewhere that the same group problem-solving techniques employed by firms are pedagogically effective in school settings because they establish a practical context -- construction, say, of a scale model roof using a triangular frame which facilitates mastery of abstractions -- trigonometry, for instance.  The vocational schools that obtain the best results are, correspondingly, those that integrate the teaching of such subjects into projects that, as in Speedpak, in turn anticipate conditions in factories where disciplined problem solving has become the indispensable routine.
  

The Irish evidence indicates that the new economy may be more accessible than previously thought in a second sense as well:  The flurry of new ventures, in diverse sectors and with entrepreneurial protagonists from many walks of life suggests the possibility that the image of the modern high-tech start-up launched by the highly educated and backed by the specialist venture capitalist may give an unduly narrow impression of the routes new firms take to the modern economy.  At the least, and less grandly, the evidence suggests that under certain circumstances economic development organisations can take on the functions of venture capitalists, providing expertise in business strategy and organisation along with access to capital and certification of a project’s violability by their association with it.  


For the examples of the seed-potato project in Ballyhoura, mariculture in South Kerry, Speedpak in Northside, and Paksort and Eros in Dundalk all show that the partnerships are particularly good at providing this bundle of services.  By mobilising and combining the expertise of the local managers and bankers, as well as the knowledge of the broader community of local needs and the abilities of the workhorse, the partnerships are well placed to nurture and select promising ideas, finance ventures and help solve the problems they encounter early on.  In any event, the partnerships are more accessible to and less daunting for would-be entrepreneurs with little managerial experience than institutions such as the County Enterprise Boards, Forbairt or Business Innovation Centres (BICs).  


Whether these capacities can be formalised in enduring institutions.  There is the possibility that the partnerships will inspire a kind of popular venture capitalism, opening entrepreneurship, and especially the chance to build new firms that can learn to collaborate with the advanced ones, to new circles in just the way the new kinds of training widen access to the new workplaces.  But it is also possible that these activities will be brought low by the tension between the general mobilising required for the success of each entire project, and the assignments of the fruits of that broad effort to the few persons who own or come to be employed in the resulting firm.  Why should all pool their knowledge, or, more pointedly, do with less support for their own projects so that others, selected behind closed doors, can be offered greater opportunities?  The less favoured may forebear in their protest as their contribution to the extraordinary but exhausting -- and therefore necessarily temporary -- solidarity with which communities react to adversity.  But if decisions regarding assistance to start-ups cannot become public enough to permit potential participants to convince themselves that the projects sponsored are the best and truly worthy of community support, not simply those favoured by particular sponsors or interests, forbearance will turn to rancour, and the solidarity needed for success will be disrupted by fights over the potential spoils.  


The prospect of such fights is a prodrome of broader and potentially paralysing conflicts between solidarity and self interest that could develop within the partnerships; and it is this tension, contained for now but menacing nonetheless, that we turn next.  

Commerce and community


The central political paradox of the partnerships is the dilemma of their incipient popular venture capitalism writ large:  Resources, public and private, can be diverted from their current use to experiments with uncertain results only if there is a community consensus, founded on deep solidarity, to do so.  But there is no assurance that the experiments will benefit the various groups in the community in proportion to either their contributions or their needs, especially since different groups will have differing estimations of what they given and what they are getting in return.  Different understanding of the purposes and potential benefits of local development are thus part cause and part effect of incipient disputes about the use to which experimental freedom should be put.  


These differences are manifest first, and most generally, in the differing specialisations of partnerships of certain types of projects.  PAUL, for instance, thinks of itself as more “socially oriented,” and, as we saw, pursues activities aimed at improving the lot of those most dependent on various form of public assistance, particularly through legislative or administrative reform.  Dundalk aims to help disadvantaged groups through a wide ranging programme of firm and employment creation.  Given a choice, social welfare recipients in Dundalk might prefer to PAUL’s strategy, while potential entrepreneurs or unemployed persons seeking to develop their skills in Limerick might see more promise in the Dundalk approach.  For now, of course, they do not have not choice, and the hope is that discoveries made pursuing the one strategy will complement the other, with the result that there will be no need to choose in the future.  


A second manifestation of these differences is the division of labour within many partnerships between “business/economic” and “social/community” subcommittees of the board of directors, with perhaps a third subcommittee on training.  As a rule, “economic” committees are charged with business development while the “social” committees are concerned with welfare policy, conditions in the housing estates, and the like.  In theory, these activities are complementary as well; but the constituencies for each, and just as important, the orientations and, so to speak, the reflexive responses of the representatives on the respective committees are distinct, and often -- quietly, for the moment -- in tension.  


Painted with a very broad brush, the members of the business committee are managers with a heart, but managers nonetheless: anxious to help the vulnerable help themselves (but impatient, perhaps, with those who start discussions by insisting on the right to help); used to results and conversations clearly focused on how to get them (and impatient, perhaps also, with people who lack their experience in managing many activities at once).  They represent the sort of persons in the area who feel they have an obligation to give something back in return for all the things participation in the local community has given -- not least, of course, the recognition as a leader of the (business) community.  Painted with the same broad brush, the persons on the social committee are community activists: of the community, thoughtfully and passionately aware of its problems, its hopes and its capacities -- but political activists and consequently anxious to join a movement that creates hope of progress where there was little (but impatient with persons who seem to think, perhaps silently, that the community’s problem is a lack of initiative and active optimism); ready to work for results (but willing to spend lots of time making sure they know what the goals are, and suspicious, perhaps, of those who always seem to have answers before questions are asked, and who seldom have the time for explanations when they are); ready to get down to brass tacks and say what are -- for outsiders -- brutally honest things about the debilitating effects of welfare dependence on the young (but very impatient with those who think the older, long-term unemployed could get jobs just by wanting them hard enough); anxious, above all, to participate, to take a step towards asserting joint control of a situation that seems beyond all deliberate influence (but short with those who hint that this participation is a favour granted in tough times, not a right of citizenship).  


For the time being both groups co-exist and co-operate.  For public purposes, in addressing the outside world of government agencies and politicians, they need each other.  Together they do speak for the community, for they embody in miniature the social partnership recognised as legitimate in the nation as a whole.  Separately it is unclear that either, indeed any part of either, has anything like a formal mandate to speak for any broad interest, let alone the common one.  Can the unions’ nominee on the partnership board speak for the unemployed? for the unions?  Those with whom we spoke did not claim to.  Can the nominees of the Irish Business and Employers Confederation (IBEC) speak for “local business,” for the IBEC?  None pretended to.  Can the community activists speak for the community as a whole, or just the group from which they come?  Can they truly speak for that?  None claimed legitimacy apart from a group; none asserted that group to be uniquely legitimate.  


And they do work together:  We were told again and again that the new training programmes and reforms in the welfare benefits rules, for example, would be unthinkable had the community groups not established open relations between the residents in the housing estates and the various administrative entities which, under normal circumstances, those residents would have avoided at any cost.  But there is deeper collaboration too:  By common consent, for example, the managers of the new firms that hire the previously unemployed could not work with their employees as well as they do had they not first worked long and hard with their representatives.  


But the co-operation achieves its balance through the momentum of success.  If the partnerships lose their forward motion, and the promise of new and broader rewards that goes with it, the accounting will start, and before it is nearly done the co-operative balance will be disturbed.  For, stopping now, it is easy to see how each group would calculate that it has contributed much and received rather little.  The partnerships will avoid this reckoning only if their progress continues to make plausible the assumption that their joint efforts are indispensable to large and beneficial changes not just locally, but in the organisation of national government as well.  But the only way to establish the plausibility of that assumption is to establish a reliable, credible method for demonstrating to local constituencies and the national polity which projects are working, and how to generalise them, and which should be stopped.  Thus, paradoxically, the only way to avoid an abrupt reckoning that jeopardises all that has been done is to find a method to keep accurate track of what is working and what not all along.  The next chapter shows that there is currently no such method, and suggests how to devise one. 

CHAPTER .
CONCLUSIONS


The partnerships that we have seen are extraordinarily innovative.  But they have been better at creating new things than at building stable institutions that embody and extend their innovations.  In part this is because the Irish state has been better at allowing innovation than at learning from its protagonists about how to generalise local successes and incorporate changes they suggest into the organisation of the functional administration.  Thus many experimental projects undertaken by the local development groups may succeed, but the experiment as a whole may fail.  For now the drumbeat of potentially successful projects often drowns out the discord in the relations within and among local development groups and between them and the administration.  As the drumbeat fades into the background, the discord will become more and more audible, and the public will likely tire soon of the performance.  If we focus on the disparity between innovative promise and institutional reality, it is because the partnerships, like all efforts at concerted public action, will be judged less by the possibility of reform that they inspire than by the extent to which they enrich the routines of citizens and their representatives.  Thus, although the reality may in fact be more benign, our conclusions deliberately assume a pessimistic view of the institutional climate in order to highlight ways to reinforce the structure as a whole. 


Time for considered reform is short.  So far the partnerships and their progeny have benefited from a limted and provisional dispensation from normal administrative and democratic controls because of the patronage of the Prime Minister’s office, the support of the social partners, and public recognition of the urgency of the problems they address.  Shielded by this exemption, and adding to their national patronage the local political support that comes to the party “in motion,” the partnerships have substantial informal power to direct funds from state agencies to the benefit of their own projects.  In some areas, the regional directors of the state training and economic development authorities implicitly grant the partnerships authority to disburse funds allocated to their localities.  Formal authority for the use of the funds continues, however, to rest with the functional agencies.  It is hard to see how the agencies could make this temporary arrangement permanent without fundamentally redrawing their internal lines of authority.


Such instability is directly connected to questions regarding the partnerships’ democratic legitimacy.  Both as independent local entities and as the local mandatories of sub-national units of the central administration, they are, under felicitous circumstances, the complements, under normal conditions, the competitors of local government.  But who are their constituents?  How may citizens affected by their actions approve or reject what is done in their name?  The partnerships were created in the image of national concertation among the social partners whose relation to the formal institutions of parliamentary democracy is no more clarified in Ireland than in the countries of Central and Northern Europe, where such concertation has been practised for decades.  More troubling still, however consolidated and qualified they may be, the organisations participating in the partnerships' boards and projects can seldom claim to speak on behalf of all, or even the greater part, of the social groupings -- tenants, women’s groups, the unemployed -- whom they represent.  Thus they may lack at their own, local level the kind of self-evident legitimacy that would ease constitutional doubts about the place of the social partners in national policymaking.  In a democracy, practical success can never substitute for electoral review.


Finally, the general sense of the partnerships’ precarity is heightened by the perceived ticking of the EU funding clock as it advances towards 1999.  This ticking reminds the participants that the momentary stability they enjoy under the EU’s Community Support Framework does not assure a stable future.  The Department of Finance, which would be called on to accomodate budgetary shortfalls out of domestic tax receipts if EU funding were not extended, has expressed its support for the Area-Based Partnerships and local development in general.  But how reliable would such support be if the claims of various local development efforts, many of uncertain administrative and political status, were weighed against each other and the general goal of fiscal restraint? 


The partnerships are, in some areas, already engaged in justifying their authority and resources, particularly with regard to the local governments; in all the remaining areas, this is looming.  The confusion of jurisdictions has also become an explicit concern to both parliament and the national administration.  Within one of the most important functional agencies a report has been prepared at the request of a senior official documenting the extreme complexity of de facto administrative arrangements at the local level, and especially the profusion of new local entities with ill-defined and therefore possibly conflicting responsibilities.  The implication is that this branch of the civil service would be in a position to put forward a plan of consolidation and simplification should eventual conflicts demonstrate the need.  Presumably other branches with competing ambitions and anxieties have also prepared organigrams of their own, each of which is simplicity itself, viewed from the one or the other vantage point of the centre.  


The government, for its part, convoked a Commission on Devolution in 1995 to consider rectification of the jumbled relations among various levels of government and local development groups.  Although it is too early to judge the orientation of the Commission, it will, necessarily and rightly, mix the high politics of instititutional reform with the everyday politics of position and place.  To intentionally take the worst-case scenario, it, or an eventual successor, may simply declare the progammes over.  Partnerships would then be placed under the purview of established authorities, and their freedom of action sharply reduced.  The successful projects would then be amalgamated to various functional ministries or departments of local government, as the case may be, and subjected to the rules, however alien to their animating spirit, of their new supervisors.  Whether they continued to exist formally or not, the partnerships would likely lose the charter to experiment by the creation of new projects which has been the well-spring of their inventiveness thus far.  


But we do not think this is a necessary outcome.  In the following section we discuss some of the elements that contribute to the institutional weakness of partnerships and look at ways to retain the vitality of the partnerships while clarifying and reinforcing their institutional place.  We argue that the best way to do this is not to start from the outside in, by reordering their relation to other authorities, but rather from the inside out, with reform of the methods by which the project experiments themselves are monitored and evaluated.  This alternative draws on firms’ new techniques for linking the experimental exploration of possibilities to continuous revision of their original goals and the organisational means by which they are pursued.  Turned to problems of collective, public action, we will call the ensemble of these innovations “democratic experimentalism”; and we will suggest how, applying their core method of self-evaluation through continuous and disciplined comparison, the projects and partnerships can learn from their successes and failures, render themselves accountable to their local constituents, offer credible guidance in the long-term reconstruction of national institutions and thus invigorate the novel, socially inclusive concertation in which Ireland is now engaged.  


To underscore the fragility of the current situation and the opportunity of a democratic experimentalist alternative, we begin by setting out shortcomings in the way the partnerships and projects exchange information horizontally, among themselves, and the related problems of vertical co-ordination between them and the central authorities and horizontal co-ordination with other local development groups.  

The current difficulties of horizontal and vertical co-ordination


Officially it is the responsibility of Area Development Management (ADM) Ltd., formerly the National Co-ordinating Team, to ensure the regular exchange of pertinent information among the partnerships and to act as an intermediary between the partnerships and the government.  But the ADM is simply overtaxed, and hence inadequate to the task.  By all accounts, its capacities were stretched to the limit even when it was charged with supervision of the original twelve PESP partnerships.  With the addition of 26 new ones, despite significant additional resources, the majority of ADM’s efforts go on the daily details of organising the new groups. ADM plans careful comparisons of the performance of partnerships with regard to particular areas of activity; but during this transitional phase its ability to carry out these plans is limited.
  


Informal, episodic exchanges among the partnerships provide at best a partial and precarious substitute for formal co-ordination.  Sometimes, of course, simple word of mouth does work.  The diffusion of the Plato network from Tallaght to other partnerships is an example.  But the disadvantages and limits of such informality are equally evident.  The ideas in the wind may be those that are best marketed, not necessarily those with the greatest potential: recall that the Plato concept is actively promoted by a network of European affiliates.  The Department of Enterprise and Employment’s feasibility study on the expansion of Plato concluded that the process should be very gradual.  However, the general clamour to be involved in such a high- profile project may quickly overtake more considered preferences for phased development.  Good or bad, moreover, ideas transmitted informally or in marketing brochures are typically too sketchy to permit thorough discussion of how, if at all, they should be applied in the new setting.  What is missing, crucially, is a rigorous assessment of what has been learned of their strengths and weaknesses in their original territory, and how these lessons might be made serviceable to others:  

The success of Plato in Tallaght apparently depends on the coexistence of large firms who have mastered the new industrial disciplines and many subcontractors interested in acquiring such expertise.  The Plato method of networking may work well under other conditions as well; but it is fair to assume that the mentoring of small firms by large ones will not work everywhere --  situations where large customers are shifting costs of adjustment to small suppliers come to mind --  and the more thorough the discussion of the possibilities of emulation, the greater, plainly, the chances of success.  


Above all, however, the limit of informal exchange is that it makes the diffusion of innovation hostage to chance.  Many new ideas, regardless of whether they result from accidental variations of habit or a more deliberate search for new methods, are put to work solving practical problems long before their achievements are fully grasped by their promoters and can be explained to others.  For example, Ballyhoura Development has an inchoate idea of a new kind of tourism, in which the tourists are invited to watch the rural economy at work, making, for instance, speciality foodstuffs or knitwear.  The appeal of the concept is that it suggests a standard by which to balance the claims of development directed to tourism and development directed to furthering the rural economy.  Forms of tourism that disrupt agriculture and by-employment (anything from sausage and cheese making to production of seed corn) are excluded, as are developments of agriculture or food processing that would destroy the rural harmony the tourists seek.  Whether the idea is a useful guide to reflection and development in Ballyhoura, much less nearby South Kerry, remains to be seen.  But no good is served, and some potential acceleration of the exploration of possibilities is surely lost because South Kerry, reasonably enough, does not have any knowledge of an idea Ballyhoura is just beginning to formulate.  


Similarly, the Northside Partnership had only sketchy knowledge of the Speedpak project at Dundalk, and Dundalk had only sketchy knowledge of Paksort at Northside, even though the projects must count as the closest of cousins.  Both projects are admittedly young, but in this case early, systematic exchange might have saved time and trouble for both, and set the stage for a continuing and mutually informative evaluation of results.  No such exchange was contemplated.  


The increasing heterogeneity of the partnerships and the growing complexity of their relations with other local entities, finally, will likely make the shortcomings of informality more and more burdensome.  Already, our interlocutors said, the differences between the established partnerships and the newly created ones was sufficient to impede exchange between the two groups.  


Related problems may limit the possibilities of exchanges between the partnerships and other entities.  For example, the County Enterprise Boards -- until now charged mainly with disbursing grants -- are being asked to expand their scope and cooperate more closely with the partnerships within the context of the Operational Programme.  In some cases, as noted above,.this has resulted quickly in complementary relations:  For example, the manager of the Northside Partnership is on the board of the Dublin City Enterprise Board and has obtained matching funding for Speedpak through the CEB.  The role of the Limerick City Enterprise Board as the city-wide provider of grant aid and business advice allows the Partnership, whose mandate also covers the whole city, to focus on particularly deprived areas and the most marginalised groups.  Often, however, the potential partners’ respective ideas of what constitutes a “project” -- a grant proposal for the County Enterprise Boards, a working group or subcommittee of the board devoted to a particular problem for the partnerships -- means that collaboration between them is most difficult when it is most needed:  early in the life of a new venture.  Whether the Country Strategy Groups, established recently to co-ordinate economic and employment development activity at county level will reduce such frictions or aggravate them by introducing another irregularly shaped body into the mechanisms of local government and politics is an open question.  


Beyond these local confusions, vertical co-ordination between the partnerships and the central government is also faulty. As has been mentioned, ADM is still endeavouring to cope with the increase in the number of partnership groups. Since the central government’s most direct connection to the partnerships as a group is through ADM, the government, too, has neither a comprehensive picture of what decentralisation has wrought, nor a means for establishing one.  Separate administrative departments, such as FÁS or Forbairt might remedy part of the defect, and indeed several government departments have established regular direct contacts with the partnerships.  But to co-operate and learn from local activities the administrations would have to decentralise authority internally themselves, a slow and difficult process under any circumstances, and given the many imponderables of the situation --  in particular, the uncertain future of the partnerships -- it is not surprising that they have not been eager to pursue this course.  For example, the same office that is charting the bewildering complexity of local administration and devising plans for its simplification also admitted that co-ordination among regional-level officials within its own organisation was weak. The line of communication between local development groups and those who will ultimately decide their fate is therefore defective.  


Even if administrative departments, out of conviction or institutional self interest, were to champion particular partnership programmes, the results could be limited.  By including the programme in its catalogue of activities the sponsor may detach it from complementary institutions or, more generally, isolate it from the local context of innovation on which its further development depends.  The more the sponsor applies its standard criteria of effectiveness to the new programme, the less likely that distinctive features of that programme -- those that suggest new possibilities and, as we will argue in a moment, new measures of performance -- will survive review.


Under favourable circumstances, the social partners, particularly the unions, with their extensive contacts both within firms and among the unemployed, might have played the role of surveying and helping institutionalise promising local developments in areas such as training and job placement. But circumstances have not been favourable. The unions sponsor a network of Centres for the Unemployed, which predate the partnerships, and which, as providers of placement services like those offered by many partnerships, sometimes have a distant, and occasionally even a competitive relation with them.  National trade union leaders, moreover, are naturally inclined to draw their information about the situation of the unemployed, and the prospects for training and placement as well, from centres associated with their own organisation rather than the partnerships or other local entities.  Whatever the value of such information, it is unlikely to correct substantial gaps in the central government’s understanding of local activities or result in proposals that, in embracing the one or another of the partnerships’ innovations, increases their centrality in the provision of training and related services.  Finally, apart from a briefing in Dublin, union representatives on the partnership boards have been given little guidance from the Head Office that selected them as to their role in local groups.
  As a result, there is no overall strategy of garnering information and ideas from local union representatives for incorporation into the union’s other social and economic development activities.


The effectiveness of both the statutory bodies and the social partners as conduits for ideas and innovations is also impaired by the profusion of local and regional committees with which they are associated.  Representatives of the agencies and social partners typically serve on a number of different local development boards.  Formal membership on one is no obstacle to membership on any number of others.  But the more committees to which a single representative belongs, the less time can realistically be devoted to each, and to connecting any or all to the activities of the sponsoring organisation.  While in theory, therefore, the board members’ intimate knowledge of several groups should foster horizontal exchange, their knowledge is often aquired under conditions that reduce its utility.  


The upshot is that the central government’s mechanisms for systematically monitoring local developments with an eye to identifying projects worthy of general application (or, for that matter, plainly unworthy of continued support) appear, at least for the moment, inadequate.  The social partners are ill positioned to spring into the breach. And the partnerships, beset by their own problems of -- horizontal -- co-ordination, as well as day-to-day operations, cannot advance common and well-founded views on this question on their own.  Whether particular local projects or programmes do come to be considered as exemplary in national debate depends, therefore, not so much on whether these projects and programmes have been validated by local experience, as on the luck of the political draw, or, where serendipity is suspect, on the skill of the local group in advocating its plans in national settings.  

.
Advocacy more than accident accounts for the PAUL Partnership’s success in introducing its proposals for reform, particularly in the area of rights for welfare recipients and the unemployed, into the national agenda.  Indeed, such advocacy, we saw, has become one of the partnership’s principal activities:  PAUL’s Money Advice Project had substantial influence on, for example, the Consumer Credit Bill and on a national financial advice scheme introduced by the Department of Social Welfare; various measures to enable the unemployed to retain benefit entitlements were based on recommendations made by the partnership; and the Social Employment Scheme’s transformation into the Community Employment Scheme was influenced, among other inputs, by an evaluation of the SES carried out in Limerick by PAUL. The -- potential -- paradox, of course, is that to be an effective national advocate for its ideas, a local partnership must spend much of its time advocating those ideas nationally, not testing them locally.


But the greatest limitation of this mixture of accident and advocacy is surely the capriciousness of the results it produces.  Some improvement inspired by local experience is presumably better than none.  Yet this is small consolation for the opportunities missed for want of systematic discussion of the broad range of local innovations or of the starting points or the components of broader reforms.  


Consider as an illustration of what is currently missed, the situation of the Northside Partnership and Paksort.  Whether Paksort is a model worth emulating; whether, rather, its distinctive features might usefully be incorporated into reform of the existing vocational training system, or yet again whether there is some fatal flaw in the method that has so far escaped attention all this we cannot say.  The results so far are encouragement enough to warrant serious investigation of these possibilities.  But such is the haphazard nature of the discussion of innovations that a full airing of these matters appears inconceivable. Inconceivable is not hyperbolic here.  Asked how they might extend their current project, our interlocutors took the question literally, and told us of plans to increase the floor space of the factory.  Asked how the national authorities might help, they suggested by relaxing some of the welfare rules that make participation for some of their potential clients difficult.  Asked more pointedly whether some part of the national training administration might take a helpful interest in their activities, they reported that none of the relevant officials had yet visited the facility.  They recalled, however, that several busloads of visiting Albanians, touring Ireland in quest of innovative social welfare arrangements, had been diverted on the advice of national officials to Northside and Paksort.  

The project of democratic experimentalism


A system of democratic experimentalism might correct these problems by applying to the partnerships and public administration more generally the methods of self scrutiny validated in the new, decentralised firms.  The core of these methods, we saw, is the continuous re-evaluation of means and ends in the light of comparisons of current designs and operations with potential alternatives, particularly through disciplines such as simultaneous engineering and benchmarking.  The former focuses on relations within an organisation and the way innovations in one area of activity resonate with the understandings of others; the latter focuses on comparisons among institutions and their products either as wholes or in part.  The joint effect of the application of these and related disciplines is to link detection of errors and insufficiencies to re-examination of assumptions of what is possible, and to do this in a way that renders each actor and institution accountable to its collaborators.  


To envisage the application of these methods in the setting of the partnerships, think of each of them, together with the other institutions with which they collaborate, as producing for the local area a complex economic-development and training service composed of discrete types of projects.  Changes in a project such as, say, job training, suggest changes in the purpose and design of adjacent ones, such as job-placement or grant programmes that encourage welfare recipients to seek employment.  Cumulatively, these revisions can lead to a redefinition of the purposes of the partnership company as a whole.  Systematic discussion of the advantages and disadvantages of various combinations of the possible adjustments would be the equivalent in public administration to the analysis by simultaneous engineering of the relation of changes proposed in some of the modules of a car design to eventual modifications in the others.  


Similarly, projects undertaken in one partnership in an area such as employment training can be compared to like projects undertaken by other partnerships; and the general designs of  similar partnerships -- for example, how each organises the internal discussion of project modifications -- can be compared as well.  Systematic evaluation of the strengths and weaknesses of projects and partnerships in relations to others of the same kind is the equivalent in public administration of benchmarking the performance of one module or make of car by comparison to the competition.  Thus in public institutions, as in private firms, changes in parts of the product and the organisation that outperform the best current alternative, internal or external, would gradually lead to changes in the corresponding wholes; and these encompassing changes, again tested against the most attractive alternatives, would prompt the next round of partial reform.  


Applied in this way, the new disciplines confound the distinction between co-ordination by market and co-ordination by bureaucratic means.  In firms, they permit a finer-grained exploration of possibilities than is available using the price mechanism alone.  Indeed, far from determining choices, the discussion of new customer-supplier relations showed that prices in the new decentralised firms set boundary conditions on discussions of alternatives organised by the immediate collaborators themselves.  In this sense the new disciplines advance “market” ends by “administrative” means.  In public administration, conversely, they introduce the compelling comparisons of performance normally associated with competition to extend the scope and heighten the urgency of public agencies’ self-reflection.  In this setting, therefore, they advance “bureaucratic” purposes by “market” means.  Quotation marks enclose approximate terms:  Institutions that make “markets” more like “administrations,” and vice versa can plainly not be reduced in their field of action to either; indeed we can raise -- but not explore -- the possibility here that, applied to both markets and administrations, these disciplines may eventually lead to a convergence in the steering mechanisms of realms long operated according to distinct principles.  


How, if at all, the partnerships might make use of these disciplines to learn from what they do, is, for reasons inherent in the advantages of decentralisation itself, best left to them and the institutions associated with them.  But by way of illustration of the general principles of a democratic experimentalism solution to their current difficulties, we suggest two types of organised comparisons, the first directed at benchmakring individual projects, the second at benchmarking the designs of partnerships as wholes, and especially their methods of assessing and adjusting the fit of their various activities.  


Thus the first comparisons would be concerned with projects of similar kinds -- those aimed at, for example, teaching problem-solving in teams, matching potential employees to jobs, encouraging, evaluating, and financing proposals for new ventures, or supporting those financed.  As a preliminary step, the partnerships, acting under the aegis of the central authority, and with the participation of the relevant board members, managers, and constituent groups would decide which projects are to be treated as comparable.  On reflection, job placement or creation in rural settings might be so different from analogous activities in urban ones that rural-urban comparisons are misleading, while the experience of urban and rural projects grouped separately is informative.  Or it might be that urban projects of a certain type are themselves best divided into subgroups.  In no case would a partnership be required to assign all its projects to some comparison group from the start.  This leaves room for experimentation outside familiar categories.  But in no case, either, would a partnership be able escape scrutiny by declaring its core activities to be incomparably particular to its local setting.  


The next steps, following directly from this categorisation, would be to characterise various ways of providing a particular service and the amounts provided and to establish measures of successful performance.  With both in hand, it would be possible to detect which variants of the general type of project perform best, and adjust accordingly.  Thus in the case of programs aimed, for example, at teaching problem-solving in groups, projects might be distinguished by the composition of the class:  More older than younger students, or an even balance?  Many participants with substantial work experience or few?  Additionally, or alternatively, the projects might be grouped according to the relation each establishes between learning directed to work-related problems and learning concerned with basic disciplines such as reading or mathematics.  Are lessons in both presented within the same day or week, or is one regarded as a precondition for the other?  Either way, how is work-based instruction co-ordinated with disciplinary or basic skills learning?  Beyond such baseline statistics as placement rates, the outcome measures would be derived from careful analysis of the reactions of employers and managers who hire and supervise the project graduates, and teachers who encounter them later.  Their judgements, connected to the original characterisation of the way the project provides its service, show which ways of organising learning in teams are most conducive to working in teams in various settings.  


The second kind of comparison concerns the architecture of the partnerships as wholes or in substantial part:  Whether, at the most general level, each is addressing the problems and actors appropriate to its particular setting?  Or, more narrowly, whether the organisations it deploys in some encompassing area such as training and job placement are co-operating effectively amongst themselves and with other organisations, local and national, pursuing complementary ends?  Again the first step would be exploratory self-categorisation:  Partnerships would be classed in groups whose members regard themselves as co-operating in comparable activities.  It might be held, for example, that training and economic development is a core complex of many, if not all partnerships.  In urban settings these might embrace the efforts of institutions such as technical and vocational schools, welfare services, FÁS and Forbairt, unions and trade associations, and banks; in rural settings, producer co-operatives might play a larger role and unions a smaller one.  


And as before the next steps would be to characterise activities and outcomes so as to allow an evaluation of performance.  Here, however, the focus would not be on the features and contributions of individual projects, but rather on the patterns of co-operation among them and other institutions providing related services, and on indicators of the effectiveness of various patterns.  In some cases, for example, co-operation among institutions might be wholly informal; in others the institutional partners might have seats on one another’s governing boards, establish distinct budgets for joint working groups, second the employees of one to the other, exchanging information on a regular basis, or even co-ordinating long-range planning, and so on.  The effective patterns will be those providing a flow of information and resources that increase the chances for success of established projects and creates possibilities for new ones that could not otherwise be undertaken; ineffective relations among the project institutions will produce disorientation and conflict that hamstring operations at every turn.  Thus if the training institutions have good knowledge of which local firms are themselves introducing team production or about to, they are more likely to place graduates of projects teaching problem-solving skills; and those graduates, once employed, can pass on information regarding the most suitable preparation for employment by participating in advisory groups convoked by their schools.  Banks with current knowledge of which groups of firms, training institutions and government agencies are adopting the new disciplines, and how effective these disciplines can be, presumably learn to value projects that can not be collateralized by traditional means; and by extending credit to such firms they encourage the expansion of the innovative ensemble as a whole.  Self-reinforcing relations of this kind might register, for example, the flow of persons from training institutions to jobs of a particular kind, or in the reverse flow of equipment or advisory personnel from firms to training programmes they seek to support; or, again, in the diffusion of equipment or techniques from demonstration projects in public technology consultancies and from schools to firms with whom they are working.  Taken together, such assessments would indicate how well partners who need to co-operate in fact do co-operate, and by which institutional arrangements co-operation is achieved .  


By proceeding in this way, monitoring and evaluation shifts from a review of local or regional subordinates’ performance by national or supra-national superiors to a (disciplined) discussion of whether each part of the organisation is playing its role in advancing the purposes of the whole.  In effect, each level and component of the complex of local service-providing institutions becomes accountable to the others and to its own immediate public.  Projects that show badly in comparisons can be bluntly criticised by the partnerships and local and national governments that support them.  But partnerships and communities that do badly in comparisons can be criticised just as bluntly by project managers, their constituents, and, of course, the citizens of the area.  Both kinds of comparison will allow excluded groups to question the self-dealing of entrenched interests if their arrangements are in fact obstructive.  Finally, if the partnerships fail to agree on groups and methods of comparison, or fail to make a compelling demonstration of progress as measured by the methods they agreed, then the central government and its constituency will be in a position to judge their relative effectiveness.  Just this kind of institutional discussion, we argue in conclusion, can provide an interim solution to the partnerships’ immediate problems, while in the long run extending and reinforcing the novel form of socially inclusive concertation to which Ireland is committed.  

Towards a new form of social inclusion?  


The partnerships’ immediate problems, as we saw at the outset of this chapter, derive from their fragile democratic legitimacy and anomalous administrative status.  Here we make explicit what was implicit there:  Efforts to normalise the partnerships by subordinating them to the national agencies or incorporating them in local or country governments risk debilitating the former without strengthening the latter.  The agencies of the national government are too fragmented and centralised to provide effective local co-ordination of current programmes, let alone to devise new ones.  Local government is too limited in its scope, constrained in its capacities, and mired, by many accounts, in the traditional politics of do ut des to oversee within its jurisdiction the effective redeployment of resources provided by the centre.  If the only possibilities were to let the partnerships proceed by their own lights or place them under the tutelage of established institutions, Ireland would face a Hobson’s choice.  


The alternative is to increase substantially the public accountability of the partnerships without restricting their freedom of manoeuvre; and this is just the combination of features that democratic experimentalism creates.  Instead of forcing a vote, up or down, on the advisability of continuing on the current path of reform, democratic experimentalism shifts discussion to evaluation of the advantages or disadvantages of all the variants of co-ordinating local development in relation to national administration that have emerged in the profusion of the partnerships’ activities:  How, precisely, are County Enterprise Boards and partnerships configured when they work well together in various environments?  Which connections between partnerships, local government, and national agencies work best under what conditions?  In this discussion the experience of the partnerships becomes a mirror in which to view the capacities of the variants of local administration, and vice versa.  The more attentive that discussion is to variations in practice, furthermore, the more accountable all the actors become to their constituents.  The more citizens know of developments beyond their home areas, the less likely they are to accept on faith the argument that local arrangements are uniquely suited to local particularities.  “Simplifying” government in the light of such informed discussion would mean reforming it incrementally as a whole, not deciding which of the current pieces ought to be favoured over the others.  Through democratic experimentalism, heightened accountability would lead to democratically legitimate and orderly institutions while protecting the polity against the risks of ill-defined authority.  


For similar reasons democratic experimentalism seems an indispensable complement to concertation of the new Irish type.  The advantage of that concertation, we saw, is to provide a defensible guarantee of the living conditions of the most vulnerable while creating a stable environment for participation in an open economy and encouraging local innovation in the use of public resources.  The obvious disadvantage is that certain localities, because of some combination of more favourable initial conditions and a surer hand at innovation, may consistently outperform others.  In time, the guarantee of social inclusion could come to seem a pretext for toleration of ever greater regional disparities; and disregard for the fate of fellow citizens could be reconciled with the new definition of national solidarity.  


But surely, within the context of concertation,  the most direct way to reduce such disparities from the beginning or to decide what to do should they eventually emerge is to exchange detailed information regarding the successes and failures of local initiatives.  The sooner dead-ends are discovered and thoroughfares extended, the less likely that any area will suffer a setback.  Progress in one region would spur on the others, and reduce the chances that citizens anywhere would be victimised by the economic ignorance or self interest of local elites.  The richer and more disciplined the exchanges, moreover, the easier it would be to identify the national rules and institutions that obstruct progress, and begin to elaborate ones that will foster it.  The same goes for the organisation of the social partners themselves:  The more, for example, that trade unions learn about the effective patterns of co-operation between their representatives on partnership boards, their representatives in local firms and their national headquarters, the better able they will be to determine whether the current distribution of authority between headquarters and the local branches of their own organisations is well suited to current conditions or not.  Thus, in the long run, democratic experimentalism can contribute to the redefinition of the core institutions of concertation and to a new understanding of its purposes and possibilities.  


Finally, with a glance towards a more distant future, we venture that the institutions and arguments presented here may have a place beyond Ireland’s borders.  Ireland is to the EU Structural Funds as any partnership is to the Irish government and the EU:  one beneficiary among many of a programme designed to foster decentralised innovation.  Presumably Ireland’s use of the EU funds could be compared to the use of such funds by other country recipients in just the way that partnerships can be compared -- project by project or as architectural wholes -- with each other.  Indeed, the more the EU unifies its member economies and opens them to the world, the more social equity may well be seen, as it is implicitly in Ireland today, as the equitable development of areas and regions; and hence the more urgent such comparisons could become.  


But such perspectives aside, the lessons of Irish experimentalism stand alone.  A small country, in extremis, determines to find a way to reconcile economic growth with social equity when a long history of cautious pessimism and a recent past of discord might have counselled a more timorous strategy.  The delegation of authority to local partnerships charged with connecting economic development with assistance to vulnerable groups reveals that the new, decentralised economy is more pervasive and more accessible to the vulnerable than had been assumed.  But having overturned expectations and institutional routines, the partnerships have yet to fix their innovative activity in a form that both allows them to learn from what they do and renders them accountable to those they serve.  To accomplish that, they and allied institutions would have to apply to relations among themselves, and to their projects, the same disciplines that they have learned through association with the local economy, and in which they are currently instructing firms and trainees.  Whether and by what means this can be done is uncertain.  But whatever its ultimate outcome, the Irish experiment in socially inclusive localism has, like all truly successful experiments, reassured its originators by demonstrating that there was something to find where they were looking, and bewildered them -- and onlookers, too -- by the promising complexity of the findings.  

ENDNOTES

ANNEX 1.  A SPEECH BY TAOISEACH JOHN BRUTON


The consensus forged among the social partners and the government has elevated concern about long-term unemployment and related social problems and given further motivation to the community activism which drives  the local development partnerships.  In the opinion of the study group members, this broad political support was demonstrated by the Taoiseach Mr. John Bruton, T.D. in a speech:  

I think we all know that in our own lives it’s through bringing the best out in people, through co-operation that we actually achieve things; but when we enter politics or administration, we tend to forget that.  In the way we administer programmes, we tend to think that people are like things.  They’re objects and you can move them around, when in fact they are people who are in poverty or people who have as many ideas and many more perhaps than we have ourselves and that we need to approach a solution to their problems in such a way that it engages their creativity and that very simply is what the partnership approach is all about … We should focus on the needs of each individual unemployed person and seek to mobilise all the different resources that are available to tackle the problem of each individual individually, rather than simply applying mass solutions across the board. … Obviously the idea that those who are in administrative positions, who give money to organisations to allow them to plan their own future, runs against one of the cardinal instincts that all of us who are involved in public administration [which] is that things should be neat.  Things should be simple. … You’ve got really to accept that there are going to be people doing strange things with the money, there are going to be people making mistakes … You’ve got to, at some degree at least, remove the controlled features in your thinking and apply a different approach [that facilitates] people to master their own destiny, to make their own mistakes and learn from them … You can’t give power to somebody unless someone else gives it up.  That’s essentially it.  Administrators have to be willing to give up some power so that those who are poor or who are in poverty and who need and want to develop it can exercise some power.
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ANNEX 2.  LOCAL DEVELOPMENT PARTNERSHIPS AND POLITICAL SYSTEMS

Contribution by Dr. Hans Pflaumer, Bonn

Local policymaking by partnerships?


There has hardly been a time when the public debate in OECD countries has concentrated as much as today on the necessity of innovation on almost all levels and in all sectors of society, notably in government.  On the other hand, it appears that innovations are especially short in supply with the latter.  


It is, therefore, anything but usual that the Irish Government, together with the social partners were able to design and to realise a concept putting matters of great social and economic relevance like unemployment, poverty and exclusion in the centre of political consideration and activity.  The Local Development Partnerships (LDPs) were founded on the initiative of the Government of Ireland (actually the Prime Minister) in co-operation with the social partners and then handed down and financed “from above” to the local level where, today, quite a number of them are working with obvious success.  


Most member countries of the European Union are confronted with similar problems like, for instance, the irritating fact that -- unlike in the past -- positive economic growth rates have an increasingly weaker effect on the rate of unemployment, and that the number of long-term unemployed is constantly growing, provoking all the known consequences of impoverishment and social exclusion.  While governments are struggling to find solutions for this dilemma and resulting social unrest (witness the strike wave in France at the end of 1995), traditional concepts still outnumber new and innovative ideas.  All the more reason to seek examples where such innovations are emerging, especially those already in a phase of implementation or, at least, experimentation.  


It is perhaps less surprising that in Ireland it was possible to arrive at an “all-party, all-sector consensus on the need for strong policies to address the issues of unemployment, poverty and exclusion” than that this consensus was indeed strong enough to allow for its implementation -- which in the usual political set-up is the stumbling stone for many a good idea.  Very often, it is in the implementation phase when the actors become aware of what they might lose -- and then don’t go on to look for what they might win.  


As it seems, this has not happened with the LPD-Concept in Ireland.  Focusing on the aspects of LPD’s and local government, the most striking innovative feature of the concept is what might be called the “grafting” of an additional on the local level.  It may be argued that the partnerships are not intended to be political bodies such as local governments, and they indeed are not.  On the other hand, it would be very difficult to maintain that they are non-political bodies in the broader sense of not designing policies and trying to implement them.  This is their mandate, and this is precisely what they are doing.  


As the study shows, this cannot be and, indeed is not, to everybody’s delight.  It is quite obvious that in order to fulfil their mandate, the partnerships have to deal with and influence local economic development, thereby, at least potentially, infringing on one of the core responsibilities of local government.  And, indeed, the exclusion of local government representatives from the partnerships on first sight is a somewhat bizarre feature in the political-administrative structure of a “republican”-democratic country.  It is not only the fact that these partnerships receive and spend public money without the traditional procedures and instruments of control by the democratically-elected representatives that evokes criticism.  More surprisingly, by their activities -- at least wherever they are successful -- they seem to bring about a general change of political atmosphere and in this way insert an informal element of political youthfulness and competition into the political process of their communities.  


Having had the privilege of visiting a number of partnerships and speaking with participants from these bodies as well as representatives of local governments, one gets the impression that this new approach may serve to escape from a self-inflicted, however common political impasse which might be described as “one-level problems and solutions”:  national problems are solved on the national level, local problems on the local level.  Although this is a model of perfect simplicity and clarity, we have learned that it does not correspond to real life where problems frequently are multi-level, multi-interlinked, and solutions must be found accordingly.  


Governments must solve problems.  Like everybody else, they prefer simple problems to more complicated ones.  Problems demanding solutions across different government agencies for obvious reasons are more dreaded than others and sometimes are not solved for that very reason.  The concept of the LDP’s in Ireland is different in that it pulls together national resources across agency-dividing lines, at the same time transferring them to the local level and mandating the partnerships to seek locally adequate solutions for the national problem of long-term unemployment, poverty and exclusion.  The study maintains that, to this day, a clear-cut description of the structure of the existing LDP’s is not possible and that they can best be described by their projects.  Yet there is one basic feature common at least to the partnerships visited by the study-group:  the community spirit of those working in the partnerships, inspiring and enabling them to put to use their knowledge, their network of communications and influence for the benefit of those citizens in their community who are most in need of help and who in the past have not sufficiently been reached by national programmes.  


If this core element of the partnerships can be sustained, other questions like the seeming duality between them and local government and, hence, the problem of democratic control and representation might be considered secondary:  secondary not in their political significance but in time.  Sooner or later the need to deal with this problem may become more urgent.  It might be wise to think about this while the experimental phase of the partnership concept is still going strong and the political climate in Ireland is willing to accept the existence of some structural democratic “peculiarities” in exchange.  

A short glance at Germany


The phenomenon of long-term unemployment and the consequences on the social situation of the people concerned do exist in Germany, as they do in Ireland and in most European countries.  The prospect for a substantial reduction of unemployment in the near future is dim, to say the least.  The approach taken in Germany to a solution of this problem is different from Ireland for various reasons.  

Germany is a federal republic.  Federalism here is not only a formal constitutional principle; it rather permeates the entire political process of the country in a substantial as well as procedural way.  There is, of course, the perennial constitutional debate whether in Germany there exists three levels of government (federal, state and local) or just two (federal and state, whereby the communities are integrated parts of the federal states).  But it is undisputed that the federal government must respect state jurisdiction when dealing with local governments.  The federal government, for instance, cannot just simply decide on financial support for urban renewal in cities and communities.  It will have to enter into an agreement with all federal states on ways and volume of such support (Art. 104a IV of the German Constitution) and leave it to the discretion of state governments to distribute these finances according to the criteria set out in the agreement with the federal states.  

It follows that the federal government could not -- as did the government of the Republic of Ireland -- call into life anything comparable to LDP’s on a local level, and that in order for anything like this to happen it would have to be negotiated with the federal states and not just with the social partners, thus multiplying the possibilities for political disagreement and slowing down the decision-making process.  Moreover, the federal government is not a social partner (unless it acts in its capacity as employer of its civil servants) and, hence, does not have the relevant responsibilities as does the Government of Ireland (negotiating labour contracts, for example).  

It is interesting to note that in the last years of the 19th century in Germany the need for employment activities was seen on a local basis, and, especially in the larger cities, local employment services were established.  In the face of growing unemployment after World War I, it was however felt that local employment services lacked the necessary overview of the labour market and that, therefore, a national institution was required with an overall responsibility for the German labour market.  This institution was the predecessor of today’s Federal Agency for Employment (Bundesanstalt für Arbeit, BA), an agency of public law with the right of self-administration.  It is the federal agency responsible for practically all relevant matters of employment, unemployment insurance, further vocational training, etc., with a great number of sub-offices throughout the country.  The right of self-administration is not only reflected in the structure of the head office but also throughout the entire system down to the sub-agency level with administrative committees composed of one-third employers’ associations, labour/trade unions, and the public sector.

Much as this seems to be a local element in the structure and procedure of the BA, for a long time debate had been going on about the desirability of an opening of these operations to possible activities of the private sector on a local level.  The arguments used in favour of such an opening were frequently based on the experience that institutions of the size and the structure of the BA tend to be slow in recognising and responding to new situations and necessities, especially on a local level.  Accordingly, legislation has been passed recently allowing private employment services to operate, provided they are licensed by a BA State Employment Agency.  

Under the Federal Subsistence Act, persons no longer eligible to receive unemployment benefits (mainly because of long-term unemployment) and other persons with an income below the subsistence level are entitled to receive subsistence money from their local government.  To these governments, the increasing number of persons eligible for this kind of support represents a heavy financial burden.  Many local authorities have in the meanwhile started to offer jobs with limited contracts to persons eligible to subsistence benefits with the intention to prepare them to return to the normal labour market after a long period of unemployment.  


From this short survey, it may be clear that the structure of the German “social security net”, while being strong and densely knit, differs considerably from Irish approach.  On the other hand, the study has shown that some of the basic problems in this field are very similar.  


What is so intriguing in the Irish approach is the attempt, in many partnerships, to combine employment with entrepreneurship, the creation of new jobs for people looking for them in the same community.  Focusing on this aspect one might say that, while a great number of new jobs have been created and are being created in Germany, the local combination of supporting qualification, job creation and employment is an objective worth following up further in Germany.  There is, however, one very specific important factor in the Irish approach:  the community spirit.  Granted that this, among other things, has definitive historical roots in the Great Famine (18  ), it would seem a bit fatalistic to accept that a strong community spirit has little chance to be developed in other countries with comparable needs and requirements as in Ireland.  


As far as Germany is concerned, the seeming institutional barriers -- as indicated above -- to a new or additional approach need not be insurmountable.  The existing institutions will, however, have to be integrated in any new concept.  It would be hard to imagine any workable solution on a local level which would not include local government -- as is the case in Ireland.  The entrepreneurial element would have to be injected into the scheme, and for this to happen an active community spirit might be the right carrier.  


As in any traditional political system, changes do not come about by themselves, and if they do at all they come about slowly.  The time for a new approach in Germany may, however, be favourable.  The Federal Government has just decided a “Programme for Investments and Employment” (Aktionsprogramm für Investitionen und Arbeitsplätze) which seeks to reduce the present level of unemployment by half by the year 2000.  Industry and the labour unions have started negotiations on a “Pact for Work and Employment: (Bündis für Arbeit und Beschätze) which seeks to reduce the present level of unemployment by half by the year 2000.  Further, industry and the labour unions have started negotiations on a “Pact for work and Employment” (Bundnis fur Arbeit und Beschaftigung), aimed at the creation of new jobs.  


These are important initiatives, and, while the ways and means currently under discussion seem to be rather more conventional than innovative, there may be a chance for a new approach based on the full use of community spirit and local contributions to the solution of this task.  Models and experiments perhaps are the best way to get started.  

Annex 3.  LOCAL DEVELOPMENT IN FINLAND AND IRELAND


There are many obvious similarities between Ireland and Finland.  Both are relatively small countries on the periphery of continental Europe and, in comparison to other European countries, both are young nations, having been involved in prolonged struggles for independence.  In terms of economic policy, both are now very open economies and sensitive to international fluctuations.  The two countries are also similar in facing severe unemployment problems, though the problem developed differently in each case.  Ireland experienced increasing rates of unemployment from 1980 onwards, with a modest recovery in 1987 followed by another surge after 1990.  The peculiar aspect of the Irish situation was that worsening unemployment rates were accompanied by rates of economic growth which compared favourably with all other OECD countries.  In Finland, employment levels were high throughout the 1980s, even approaching full employment, and the appearance of high levels of unemployment came suddenly and without warning.  The causes of this deep recession, from which Finland is only now starting to recover, included a slump in the world market for pulp and paper products, one of Finland’s two  main exports (the other being metallurgy and engineering), the collapse of the Soviet market in 1989-90 and banking crises sparked by the Central Bank’s deregulation of the currency markets in the second half of the 1980s.  The speed and severity of this transition has affected every aspect of life in Finland and put government policies, particularly those dealing with social welfare, under enormous pressure.  


In this sense, Ireland has a particular advantage in coping with the impacts of unemployment.  Faced with a gradually deteriorating employment situation, the Irish government has implemented and evaluated a huge range of different policy response, learning many important lessons in the process.  In Finland, mass unemployment is a new phenomenon and the government has little in the way of personal experience on which to draw.  Long-term unemployment in particular is a completely new experience.  The initial response of the Finnish Ministry of Labour was to continue to fly the flag of full employment and promote active labour market policies in true Scandinavian style.  However, an increasingly large share of labour market expenditure was, and is, being soaked up by passive benefit payments to the unemployed, limiting the effective ability of the Finnish authorities to prioritise active labour market policies in the short term or experiment with local projects.  


On the other hand, local development as a policy approach is well-known in Finland and for a number of reasons local development groups have advantages not shared by their counterparts in Ireland.  First, municipal governments have historically been very autonomous, with extensive taxation rights.  Despite a lack of scale and limited resources, the municipalities have wide experience of organising their own development projects.  Another asset is the decentralised university system: local universities participate actively in local development initiatives and in many instances have been the main mobilising agent.  


The evolution of the system of public administration has also encouraged local development. Finland has, in recent years, relied on the three Ds principle -- delegation, decentralisation and deregulation.  Take, for example, the Labour Market Service.  At the beginning of the 1990s, the management by results system was introduced which gave much greater decision-making freedom to the 13 Finnish labour market districts and 200 employment offices.  In all areas of policy design and implementation, the autonomy of district and local officials has increased dramatically in the past few years.  The role of the Ministry of Labour has likewise developed towards a consolidated management strategy through which the district administrations are directed using strategic outlines, funding granted for the implementation of these strategic plan and then monitoring the implementation of the plans.  


The central importance of local initiatives in the overall strategy of the Ministry of Labour is shown by the Structural Change Scheme, introduced towards the end of the 1980s, which emphasises such projects as creating networks among local firms and between public and private actors.  The role of the central government has been to facilitate the development of these networks and act as a catalyst for the development of projects.  The essence of the approach is that projects should be based on practical problems, adapted to local circumstances, and implemented quickly in response to local needs.  


The lessons from this experience with local initiatives have to some extent been carried into the new fight against unemployment.  For example, within the past eighteen months, the government has launched two major employment creation initiatives that stress local development approaches.  In 1994, the new President of Finland inaugurated a Presidential Working Group on Employment which took as its objective the reduction of unemployment from half a million to 200 000 by the end of the decade.  Among the various macroeconomics measures foreseen in the report of the Working Group, there were two proposals for the introduction of local employment creation initiatives and the development of cooperatives for the unemployed.  A subsequent government “Programme for the Halving of Unemployment in Finland” set out five specific proposals to encourage local efforts at employment creation.  


Yet, despite the favourable institutional arrangement and the recent impulses provided by the central government in consultation with local authorities, local development appears to be much more active and imaginative in Ireland than in Finland.  As is discussed in the description of the Area-Based Partnerships, the initiative was introduced by departments of the central administration.  The manner in which these programmes were introduced is obviously unusual, yet it does not explain why the initiatives appear to be so vigorous and effective in comparison to locally-driven and designed programmes run by central and local governments in Finland.  


A variety of economic, political and sociocultural explanations of this paradox could be proposed.  Firstly, one could argue that the arrival of unemployment was initially viewed as a temporary problem caused by adverse economic fluctuations in Finland’s main export sectors.  The response of the government was to try to revive flagging exports and in so doing reverse the economic trends that were generating unemployment.  Indeed, the policy adopted by the government between 1991 and 1995, in particular its monetary policy, was successful in rejuvenating export industries.  Two devaluations of the national currency plus industrial restructuring recreated Finland’s competitive edge in the production of pulp and paper and the sector enjoyed a mini-boom in 1995.  However, in terms of employment creation the policy was a catastrophe. the restructuring of extractive and manufacturing industries in Finland over the course of five years had profoundly changed labour demand, and in the meantime, the government had done little adjust labour supply.  The underlying causes of unemployment in Finland were not addressed during the period largely because there was a general assumption that macroeconomics and industrial policy adjustments would work as they had done in the past.  The symptoms, however, had changed and the old medicine no longer brought relief.  At the same time the conviction that the traditional remedies needed time to take effect inhibited the development of alternative policy approaches -- as a result, economic and social adversity did not bring local action to the forefront of policymaking as it did in Ireland.  


Another reason that Finnish local development efforts seem constrained is that people depend on the state to establish and direct development work.  The private sector, which as we have seen plays a crucial role in the success of many Area-Based Partnership activities, is uninvolved in Finland.  Public-private partnerships are still rare.  In Ireland, the importance of including private enterprises and NGOs in local development groups is widely accepted.  This is not the case in Finland, with the result that local development activities are usually governmental in nature and follow the general formulas of bureaucratic programme design.  This reliance on the public sector to take the lead is currently changing but only slowly.  


The Area-Based Partnerships and other local development partnership groups have a number of important lessons that Finland could learn from.  

The partnership companies bring together the long-term unemployed, employers, statutory agencies and voluntary/community groups at the local level for concrete activities. in Finland, the tripartite bargaining structure is important in terms of creating consensual policy at the national, but has not been involved in implementing policy on the ground.  Voluntary groups likewise play only a modest role in policy action in Finland.  The partnerships in Ireland permit a range of local actors to pool resources and address local problems in  a way that the central government agencies cannot.  In Finland, there is still too much reliance on the central government to design and manage all aspects of employment creation and economic development.  

The role of the partnerships is to complement the activities of government agencies not to compete with them.  The existence of one does not deny the legitimacy of the other.  In Finland, the Ministry of Labour is overwhelmed by the challenge of 400 000 new job-seekers.  It does not have the time to set up Speedpaks or Paksorts.  In each administrative system there must be those who have the breathing space to experiment.  At present, this kind of institution is lacking in Finland.  

The ability of the Partnerships to experiment and try new policy approaches has been aided by their legal company status.  This enables them to circumvent much of the usual red tape and many of the responsibilities accruing to a normal central or local governmental agency that restrict freedom of manoeuvre.  

The use of seconded staff from statutory agencies serves to maintain a link between the Partnerships and the central government.  The issue of legitimacy, which would be important in the Finnish context, is somewhat reduced by the system of having a limited permanent staff (usually a manager and a secretary) in each local development group and then seconding expert personnel from FÁS, VEC or the Centres for the Unemployed.  

The position of ADM as an independent co-ordinating body appears to be an important innovation.  The system as a whole is made more flexible by the fact that there is a private management company in between the partnerships and the central government.  By virtue of its limited company status, ADM is able to act as an intermediary body rather than simply a control instrument of the central government.  This sense of impartiality is reinforced by the fact that ADM’s Board is composed of representatives of the social partners as well as of central government.  

Finally, there is tendency in Finland, as elsewhere, to think that if one activity overlaps with another then this represents duplication and the programmes must be “rationalised”.  However, the Irish example, where local development groups are tackling multifaceted problems of unemployment and social exclusion, suggests that sometimes situations are too complex to be put under one roof -- the tendency of groups to address unemployment by looking at the local environment or housing situation will always raise questions of overlap with other agencies.  But this seems to be almost inevitable and perhaps must be accepted in order to arrive at the synergies that animate local development in Ireland.  

Conclusion

� Local authorities lost the power to levy local domestic rates in 1987, the year in which macroeconomic concertation began.
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