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Mayor O’Reilly, Chairman Kiernan, President Ted Howlin, Councillors, and guests, it gives me great pleasure to join you here in Cavan on the occasion of your Association’s Annual Spring Seminar.

Local government received a lot of attention in both the Dáil and Seanad last week.  On Wednesday we had nearly two hours of statements and wide ranging questions on local government in the Seanad.  Sentiment on the part of Senators towards local government was very positive.  And well it might, since most of them owe their presence in that house to the votes of local authority members. 
I’m not sure if the average citizen has such a positive attitude towards local government.  As I pointed out in the Seanad, hard pressed households faced, unavoidably, with new charges to fund local government are increasingly asking questions like “what is the purpose of local government”, “why do we need so many local authorities”; “are they efficient enough”; “aren’t there enough government Departments and agencies to deliver services?” 
At a gathering of “believers” like this, it is easy to tell each other that councillors do great work, how important local government is, what a great contribution local authorities have made to the nation over the years, etc.  I don’t think people want to hear such self congratulatory clichés any more.  We need to answer, rigorously and honestly, fundamental questions about the rationale for local government and whether local authorities can deliver even better results, achieve greater levels of efficiency and guarantee maximum value for money at all times.  In the economic strait jacket that we have been placed, every single public institution has to justify not only its performance but its very existence.
I tried to address some of these basic issues In the Seanad and even though I may be speaking to the converted today, it may be useful to reaffirm the rationale for local government and what we hope to achieve, before I go on to outline some of the main components that I envisage for the reform programme.

Local government is universally seen as an essential component of a healthy democracy, and in Ireland, it has Constitutional recognition.  Elected local authorities have the function of representing the interests of their citizens and generally promoting the welfare of their communities.  It is logical, as a nationwide system of public service, that local government should deliver as wide a range of appropriate services to the citizen as possible.  
Certain functions have, rightly, been assigned to regional or national agencies for reasons of scale, resources, expertise or strategic direction.  This will also happen with water, which is one of the main themes of your seminar.  However, matters that are genuinely local in nature, whether involving the provision of services, regulating activities or promoting the local economy, should be dealt with through local government.  Otherwise we are under-utilising the considerable resource that local government offers.  And this is not just a matter of financial or physical resources, but equally important is the performance dividend to be gained from the enhanced commitment, initiative and care that local decision making, empowerment and sense of “ownership” can promote.

However, local government in Ireland does not enjoy universal confidence.  This is due in large measure to structural and systemic weaknesses which I aim to tackle so as to maximise both the operational efficiency and representational effectiveness of the local government system.  I intend to bring proposals to Government within the coming two months for an Action Programme – not a White Paper or a discussion document.  I want to strengthen the structures, functions and operations of local government, drawing also on the progress of work under way in relation to local authority operational efficiency, local government funding and alignment of local development with the local government system. 
I am not in a position to set out details of the Programme today for a number of reasons, the most obvious being the fact that proposals must first go to Government for decision.  Furthermore, I am still in the process of taking views and soundings on certain aspects and indeed, I will be glad to reflect on any sound and well-informed ideas emerging from today’s discussion.  I would like, however, to outline my thinking on some key elements of reform that I would like to put in place between now and the 2014 local elections.
Of fundamental importance is funding.  I will bring proposals to Government later this year for a more comprehensive and equitable valuation-based property tax to replace the household charge, providing a stable and sustainable source of funding, with increased local financial responsibility.  An effective funding system, related to a local funding base and incorporating local decision-making and accountability, is regarded worldwide as a crucial element of good local government.  With less than half of local government funding for current services in Ireland coming from local funding sources and most capital funding coming from central funds, there is a democratic deficit in the relationship between responsibility for local service planning and delivery, and the provision of the associated funds.  
All major reviews and assessments of local government reform over very many years have pointed to the need to widen the local funding base through mechanisms which would provide discretion to locally elected representatives while making them more responsible and accountable for overall funding provision.  Given the local nature of property, the linkage between community location and service demand and provision, and the potential to provide for local discretion and accountability, a property tax is uniquely appropriate as the principal source of sustainable local funding for local government.  

The introduction of a full property tax will deal conclusively with this essential element of local government reform.  It is clear to me that greater financial independence and responsibility is essential to the development of a stronger, more efficient, accountable, mature and self-reliant system of local government.  This will move us away from a relationship with national Government characterised primarily by dependency, lobbying and centralised control.

The widening of the local authority funding base is critical to assuring that funds are available for the services sought locally.
It is a responsibility of local political leadership to gain the support needed to pay for these services through the new funding mechanisms.  As a very immediate case in point, the introduction of the household charge requires your support at local level.  I would ask you to use every opportunity to persuade people of the need to pay the charge if we are to have the means to fund the services needed locally and to meet our international commitments.

The operational efficiency of local government is being addressed particularly through implementation of the Local Government Efficiency Review recommendations.  This is proceeding under the aegis of an Implementation Group, with initial focus on areas with significant potential for early savings such as procurement, ICT, HR/staffing and shared services.  The Implementation Group’s interim report will be completed shortly.  Significant efficiencies are also being achieved through implementation of the Croke Park agreement in the local government sector, which has, for example, seen a reduction to date of over 7,500 staff since June 2008.

Expanding the role of local government has to be a core objective of the reform programme.  Unless local authorities perform a meaningful range of functions with the elected councils exercising a greater degree of financial responsibility, the rationale for even retaining a system of local government must be called into question.  As I have said, we cannot afford to under-utilise the potential of the sector or indeed to invest further effort in reform unless it addresses core issues of local authority functions and related funding.

It would be unrealistic to think that decades of marginalisation can be instantly reversed.  Unlike previous “Devolution Programmes”, I want to ensure that the structural, financial and operational infrastructure of the local government system is capable of taking on wider functions and that it is seen to have that capacity.  To achieve this, we are giving priority to structural and financial reform and implementation of operational efficiency measures. 
However, I also want to begin the process of building up the role of local government in a number of specific areas.  In the short term, I see scope for widening the role of local authorities, from three sources in particular:

· Firstly, an enhanced and more explicit role in economic development and enterprise support;
· Secondly, local authority involvement in community and local development, particularly in the context of the alignment of local/community development with the local government system; and
· Thirdly, identification of specific functions that are capable of devolution from central level to local government in the short term.
Economic issues must be at the top of the agenda in every sector for the foreseeable future, not only because of the scale of the economic challenges that face us, but also because progress on all objectives across our society depends critically on economic success.  

Local government has significant capacity to promote economic development and this is reflected in the Programme for Government.  Most local authorities already play a substantial role in this regard, both through their traditional functions such as infrastructure and planning and increasingly,  in assisting local enterprise and promoting or marketing their areas as locations for tourism and investment.  Every business in an area inevitably has dealings with its local authority.

However, there is need to define a clearer, more effective, more explicit and consistent role for local government in this area.  The reform programme will confer an enhanced role on local government in economic development.  There will also be a focus to provide help and assistance to local businesses to engage more effectively in public sector procurement procedures.  
The Programme for Government contains a clear commitment to devolution of much greater decision-making to local level.  In this context, I have asked all Government colleagues to undertake a serious examination of functions and services of Departments and related agencies to identify matters that could potentially be devolved to local government. 

Responsibility for the delivery of most services within my own Department’s remit already rests with local authorities and various requirements for specific approval have been dispensed with or relaxed over the years.  However, an examination is being carried out to identify any possible remaining potential for further delegation of responsibility to local level.

An area with early potential to build on the local government role is local and community development, which incorporates important economic and social elements.  Local development bodies bring important qualities to the development of our urban and rural areas.  However, those qualities can be combined more effectively with the resources and the democratic mandate of local government, to ensure the greatest possible level of efficiency and effectiveness in the various publicly-funded local development programmes.  The report of a Steering Group on the alignment between local government and the various local development programmes will be available soon and will feed into the reform proposals.

The final element of the reform programme that I want to refer to is reform of the structures of local government.  I know that this is an aspect of particular concern to you and it was the subject of a somewhat confused newspaper article last Sunday, which I will return to in a moment.

If the role of local government is to be expanded its structures must be strong and efficient.  A structural framework set down in the 19th century is unlikely to be entirely adequate for the 21st century.  We have already taken decisions to strengthen some of the city and county structures by way of unification of local government structures in Limerick and Tipperary and consideration of the position in Waterford.  I have just received the initial report of the Limerick Implementation Group and will be examining it in the coming days.  From an initial look, it appears to confirm that the reorganisation work is progressing well.  The Group is due to complete an Implementation Plan by 31 March.  
My forthcoming proposals for Government will build on these developments and outline my intentions for the other levels, to achieve a stronger, more cohesive and efficient overall system.  At regional level, the reform proposals will incorporate some rationalisation of structures, updating and clarification of functions, and a focus on robust strategic planning, building on the recent success of the Regional Planning Guidelines process.

Which brings us to the category that your Association represents – the municipal authorities.  I said in the Seanad last week that the sub-county level had become an increasingly marginalised element of the local government system, with problems of weakness, duplication and inconsistency.  I did not, as one Senator mistakenly thought, say that town authorities had been inefficient.  In fact my comments were directed at the neglect of successive governments and I specifically acknowledged the work of members and officials of municipal authorities and I am glad to do so again today. 
The recent newspaper article about town councils was an odd mixture of material that seemed to be taken from a variety of sources such as the McCarthy report and the Local Government Efficiency Review, with an interesting line about how I am supposed to have rejected proposals from my own Department in favour of more radical surgery. 
I cannot provide details of proposals that have yet to be finalised.  However, I will address some key issues.  The McCarthy report recommended that all sub-county authorities be abolished.  The Efficiency Review proposed that all housing, roads and planning functions be transferred to the county councils.  I do not intend to propose either of these options to Government, but I certainly do intend to propose a new system of municipal governance suited to the 21st century. 

Some of the changes I will be proposing are reflected in today’s conference themes, for example, “broadening horizons”.  I envisage ending the system of isolated town authorities.  Instead the town should be the centre and focus of its wider hinterland for the purposes of local government, just as it is for other practical purposes.  
Another of the conference themes, “leading communities” will be a key function of the new model of municipal governance.  The elected members at the local municipal level will provide democratic leadership for their communities and will retain all the civic status associated with the town authorities currently.  
“Supporting development” is another theme highlighted in the conference programme and in this context, I would interpret development not just in the physical sense, but also in terms of economic, social and community development.  Unlike what the Efficiency Review suggested, I intend to assign a significant range of functions to the municipal level including local area planning, action to promote the welfare of the area and its community and power to regulate a range of local matters. 
A key feature of the new arrangements is that decision-making on relevant matters will be devolved to the members at the local municipal level, subject to requirements of consistency with county wide policy instruments such as in the development plan.  This will put an end to duplication of roles and of councillors from one end of a county having a say in purely local matters at the other end.  It will also promote a greater degree of locally focused accountability on the part of elected members and enhance the element of subsidiarity in the local government system.
Finally; I would add one footnote.  All of us, as public representatives, must be, and must be seen to be, beyond reproach.  The conduct, ethics, remuneration and expenses of elected representatives will, quite properly, continue to come under stringent scrutiny.  There is a framework in place, but we need to continue to keep it under review to ensure it continues to be fit for purpose.  I intend to give the matter my attention as a later part of the reform process.  
I was reminded in the Dáil last week by an independent Deputy for South Tipperary how that county had withstood Cromwell – perhaps the first time that particular gentleman has been cited in the cause of Irish local government.  Even as a Kilkenny man, I am aware of how the citizens of Clonmel defended the walls of the town against the Cromwellians, almost to the point of victory.  Several centuries later, as the AMAI enters its own second century, I hope to see it lead its members confidently beyond the “town walls” to a wider territory and a new order of municipal government that will be more cohesive, consistent, efficient, effective, accountable and democratic.
Thank you all for your attention.
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