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Strong, Effective Local Government in 

Northern Ireland – Executive 

Summary  
 Executive Summary of a Report to the Northern Ireland Local Government Association and 

SOLACE Northern Ireland  

1. Introduction  

This Report has been prepared in response to a joint commission from the Northern Ireland Local 

Government Association (NILGA) and SOLACE Northern Ireland, which arose from the decision by 

the  Northern Ireland Executive in July 2007 to review the local government aspects of the Review of 

Public Administration (RPA) decisions announced by the previous Direct Rule administration in 

November 2005 and March 2006. 

This paper argues for a transfer of functions to local councils, including the following key functions 

in addition to the existing powers of local councils. 

¶ Local economic development -   including tourism and provision of business properties 

¶ Urban and rural regeneration 

¶ Culture, arts and local events 

¶ Public Health & Emergency Planning 

¶ Community development 

¶ Community planning 

¶ Community relations and community safety 

¶ Conservation of natural and built heritage 

¶ Future European programmes 

¶ Sports, leisure and recreation  

¶ Local roads functions, parking, traffic management and management of the public realm 

¶ Rates collection 

¶ Local development planning 

¶ Youth services and Library services, and 

¶ Regulatory services, including Trading Standards. 

These functions would complement the existing important functions of Northern Ireland Councils 

in relation to community relations, good relations and the delivery of the Shared Futures policy. 

The principle should be that the functions transferred to local government should be those which 

are required to allow the new Councils to make a difference to the performance of their areas and 

make a difference to the outcomes for their citizens. This should enable the new Councils – and 

the existing Councils in the transitional period – to  
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¶ Set a vision for their area, based on Community Planning processes that have support from 

citizens, other public authorities, the voluntary and community sector and the private sector 

¶ Arrange for the delivery of services  at the right level to meet local needs, and 

¶ Creating local leadership around a shared agenda. 

The outcomes would be  

¶ Strengthened local decision-making 

¶ Putting local authorities at the centre of local coalitions to strengthen communities, and  

¶ Creating  the conditions to encourage opportunity, tackle disadvantage and promote 

prosperity. 

The paper provides the evidence base to argue for such a transfer, based on local government 

policies and practices elsewhere in the UK and Ireland and a careful examination of best practice 

approaches. 

Failure to transfer these services to local councils would mean that the Northern Ireland Executive 

¶ Is swimming against the tide of ‘ŘƻǳōƭŜ ŘŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴΩ of powers to councils and their 

communities which is happening in all of the other jurisdictions across the UK 

¶ Is holding on to powers at the centre, which can more efficiently and more effectively be 

managed at the local level 

¶ Has failed to deliver on the principles of underlying the RPA, including that of strong central 

government working in partnership with strong local government. 

The Paper shows how the functions transferred can be administered effectively and economically 

by local councils without any loss of economies of scale arising from their current central delivery 

and how Departments will still have a meaningful policy leadership and policy oversight role in 

relation to transferred functions. 

The paper provides the evidence base to show that if the Executive feels able to grasp the nettle 

and make an effective transfer of functions to Councils, which respects the principles set out 

above,  it will create strong, effective and accountable local government in Northern Ireland 

working in a structured and supportive partnership with the Executive and its Departments and 

Agencies. 

This Report does not comment on one of the key issues included in the Terms of Reference for the 

9ȄŜŎǳǘƛǾŜΩǎ wŜǾƛŜǿΣ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ƻŦ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŘŜōŀǘŜ 

between the parties in the ExŜŎǳǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ bL[D! ŀƴŘΣ ŀǎ ǎǳŎƘΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ŦƻǊ ŀ ΨǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ 

ǊŜǇƻǊǘΩ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǘȅǇŜ ǘƻ ŀŘƻǇǘ ŀ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎǎǳŜΦ 
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2. Local Government Policies in the UK and Ireland 

Across the UK and Ireland there are important developments in the roles played by local authorities 

and their relationships with their respective central departments and agencies. Each approach is 

different, reflecting the different histories, cultures and power relationships of each area. 

2.1 Local Government Reform in Ireland 
Local government in Ireland is organised on a two-tier structure with 5 City Councils and 29 County 

Councils at the Primary Level and 5 Boroughs and 75 Town Councils at the Secondary level. In its 

2007 Programme for Government a commitment was given by the Government to examine directly 

elected Mayors, to adjust the balance between Councillors and City and County Managers (who are 

the executive authorities in Irish local authorities), to reform the system of Town Councils (which has 

not reflected recent population change and growth) and to refocus Councils on customer service.  

The  formation of the 32 City and County Development Boards in 2000 was a very important reform 

which established the leadership role of City and County Councils in setting a broad long term 

agenda for their areas. While the City or County Development Board is a mix of elected and social 

partner representation (in line with the national commitment to the involvement of social partners 

in Ireland), the executive resources of the Boards are provided by the specially recruited Directors of 

Community and Enterprise in each Council. The Boards are, therefore, distinct from Councils but 

work under Council leadership and through the resources of the local City or County Council.  

Combined with the wide range of local authority powers in the South and their relatively sizeable 

budgets, these arrangements mean that local authorities in Ireland can bring together a wide range 

of functions, powers and influences for the development of their areas.  

2.2 Local Government Reform in England 
Local government in England is based on 410 local councils with expenditure in excess of £70 billion 

per annum and over 2 million employees exercising an estimated 700 functions and accounting for 

27% of total managed public expenditure in England. 

In England there has been a protracted debate about the respective roles of local government and 

central government.  That debate has now largely been resolved, in favour of a substantial shift of 

functions and power to local ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ [ƻŎŀƭ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ²ƘƛǘŜ tŀǇŜǊ ŦƻǊ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ όΨStrong 

and Prosperous Communities, October 2006) provides for 

Ψŀ ǎǘǊƻƴƎŜǊ ǊƻƭŜ ŦƻǊ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭǎ ǘƻ ƭŜŀŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΣ ǎƘŀǇŜ 

ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǳǊƘƻƻŘǎ ŀƴŘ ōǊƛƴƎ ƭƻŎŀƭ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΦΩ 

The Lyons Inquiry into Local Government in England was published in March 2007. It puts the 

ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ Ψplace-ǎƘŀǇƛƴƎΩ at the heart of its vision for reformed local government in England.  Lyons 

defines place-shaping as 

ΨǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǇǊƻmote the general well-

ōŜƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩΦ 
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2.3 Local Government Reform in Wales 
Wales has 22 unitary councils with populations ranging from 50,000 to over a quarter of a million 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦ bƛƴŜǘŜŜƴ ƻŦ ²ŀƭŜǎΩ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭǎ Ǌǳƴ ƻƴ ŀ ŎŀōƛƴŜǘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƻŦ ƎƻǾŜǊƴŀƴŎŜΦ ¢he total expenditure of 

Councils in Wales is in excess of £4 billion per annum and Council expenditure accounts for 1/3 of all 

public expenditure in Wales and ½ of the expenditure of the Welsh Assembly Government. Wales 

has distinctive local/central government relationships with 

¶ A statutorily defined Partnership between the Assembly and local government acknowledging 

ƭƻŎŀƭ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ ǊƻƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŦƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ 

local government as a Partner with the Assembly, rather than simply a delivery agent 

¶ The Partnership defines the role of the Welsh Assembly Government as being to set the national 

priorities, identify the strategic context and set the overall level of funding for services. Local 

authorities retain a significant degree of autonomy and flexibility as 70% of central government 

fund for local authorities is non-hypothecated (whereas the reverse is true in England and 

Scotland) 

¢ƘŜ wŜǾƛŜǿ ōȅ {ƛǊ WŜǊŜƳȅ .ŜŜŎƘŀƳ ƻƴ ΨCitizen-/ŜƴǘǊŜŘ [ƻŎŀƭ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ŦƻǊ ²ŀƭŜǎΩ was entitled 

Ψ.ŜȅƻƴŘ .ƻǳƴŘŀǊƛŜǎΩ and was published in June 2006. Instead of structural change, Beecham argued 

for a major increase in joint working, collaboration and joint delivery.  

2.4 Local Government Reform in Scotland 
Local government in Scotland is delivered through 32 local authorities which derive 80% of their 

incomes from the Scottish Executive. The population of Scottish Councils ranges from under 20,000 

people in the Orkney Islands Council area to over 600,000 in the Glasgow City Council area.  

In 2ллс ǘƘŜ {ŎƻǘǘƛǎƘ 9ȄŜŎǳǘƛǾŜ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŀ ŎƻƴǎǳƭǘŀǘƛǾŜ ǇŀǇŜǊ ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘ ΨTransforming Public Services ς 

¢ƘŜ bŜȄǘ {ǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ wŜŦƻǊƳΩΦ The paper was concerned with the effective delivery of all public services 

in Scotland, including, but not exclusively local government services and advocates a radical shared 

services agenda for Scotland. In his foreword, the Minister for Finance and Public Service Reform 

commented as follows; 

Ψ²Ŝ ǎŜŜƪ ŀ ƴŜǿ ŀƴŘ mature climate of trust between central government, 

local government and various delivery organisations, recognising the 

elected status of local government. There can be no place for self interest, 

ōŜ ƛǘ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ƻǊ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭΩΦ 
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3. The Transfer of Functions Debate 

Across the UK and Ireland and internationally there is an active debate about the roles which local 

ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǇƭŀȅΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǘƻ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ Ŏŀƴ Ψmake 

ŀ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΩ to the success of their areas ς in economic, social and environmental terms ς and to the 

wider success of their regions and nations. 

NILGA and SOLACE have produced a Manifesto for Strong, Effective Local Government.  

The Manifesto sets out 3 broad roles for the Councils of the future 

¶ ΨGiving Strong Civic Leadership 

¶ Delivering Modern Services 

¶ Shaping the Places Where People Live and Work.’ 

¢Ƙƛǎ Ψleadership, delivery and place-ǎƘŀǇƛƴƎΩ model builds on the developments in local government 

thinking elsewhere in the UK and Ireland and sets the framework for a modern, efficient, local 

government sector providing leadership at the local level and having structured relationships with 

central government organisations in Northern Ireland. 

In principle, the local government sector in Northern Ireland would wish to see Northern Ireland 

Councils established as strong partners with central government and with powers and resources 

comparable to those exercised by local authorities elsewhere in the UK and Ireland. That would 

mean a  very much more extensive transfer of powers to local authorities than was envisaged in the 

ŦƻǊƳŜǊ {ŜŎǊŜǘŀǊȅ ƻŦ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ wt! ŀƴƴƻǳƴŎŜƳŜƴǘǎΦ That remains the vision, but it is a longer term 

vision because the essential pre-conditions for it to be achieved have not been put in place at this 

point in time. To achieve a substantial transfer of powers requires change and development in the 

local government sector, in central government and in the accountability arrangements between 

local and central government and this process takes a considerable amount of time. 

While the transfer of functions achieved by the Executive as a result of its current review may well 

be less than the local government sector would wish there are certain underlying principles which 

must be observed if the role of local government is to be effective after the transfer is achieved. 

Those principles are 

¶ That the functions transferred at this time should be sufficient to ensure that the local 

government sector can, in reality 

¶ Give strong civic leadership 

¶ Deliver modern services, and 

¶ Shape the places where people live and work, and 

¶ That central government should put in place the policy arrangements for a modern local 

government sector in Northern Ireland, including performance assessment, changes in 

governance and a shared services policy and process 

¶ That a structured timetable exists to consider further transfers of functions when the changes 

put in place in this review are bedded down. 
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In this situation, a realistic approach would involve the following; 

¶ Even before services are transferred, a strong emphasis  must be placed on the convening, 

place-shaping and leadership role of local authorities 

¶ There is also a need for an emphasis on collaborative working between existing local authorities 

within the new local authority boundaries 

¶ Local government will have to advocate the case for shared service delivery (with other councils, 

voluntary and community sector and private sector), performance management and governance 

changes 

¶ A phased approach, will be required ς with 3 distinct phases 

1. Run up to transfer of functions, Ministers affirm lead role of Councils in place shaping, 

capacity building and modernisation of Councils is a major activity, Community Planning in 

pilot form becomes an important function of local authorities and of their relation with 

central government Departments and agencies 

2. Transfer of functions with an initial focus on place-shaping functions, requiring a coherent 

corpus of powers to be transferred to enable the new local authorities to work effectively 

and efficiently 

3. Subsequently, a committed timetable for consideration of transfer of further functions  

Some of the key features of this approach are set out in the diagram overleaf. 

What would constitute a coherent corpus of place shaping functions, sufficient to enable Councils to 

make a credible difference to their areas? 

The principle should be that the functions transferred to local government should be those which 

are required to allow the new Councils to make a difference to the performance of their areas and 

make a difference to the outcomes for their citizens.  

This should enable the new Councils ς and the existing Councils in the transitional period ς to  

¶ Set a vision for their area, based on Community Planning processes that have support from 

citizens, other public authorities, the voluntary and community sector and the private sector 

¶ Arrange for the delivery of services  at the right level to meet local needs, and 

¶ Create local leadership around a shared agenda. 

The outcomes would be  

¶ Strengthened local decision-making 

¶ Putting local authorities at the centre of local coalitions to strengthen communities, and  

¶ Creating the conditions to encourage opportunity, tackle disadvantage and promote prosperity. 
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Pre-Transfer

ωPlace-Shaping, Convening & Leadership Role of Local Authorities Affirmed by Ministers

ωCollaborative Leadership in new Council boundaries
ωPilot Community Planning

ωPolitical commitment to collaborative working required in Assembly & Local Authorities essential

ωCapacity building, performance management, shared service and governance review

On Transfer

ωCoherent corpus of place-shaping powers

ωStatutory duty on public authorities to co-operate with Community Plans 
ωCollaboration in service delivery partnerships between Councils, voluntary & community & private sectors

ωClear, accountable performance management system

ωStrong local government & strong central government

Subsequently

ωFurther transfers of functions depending on development of Executive and performance of Councils

ωClear timetable for consideration of transfers

ωEmphasis on realising the potential of Northern Ireland at local and regional level by joint working

ωLikely to take place after Assembly Elections in 2012, implementation taking place some time later
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The list would include, in addition to the existing powers of local authorities 

¶ Local economic development -   including tourism and provision of business properties 

¶ Urban and rural regeneration 

¶ Culture, arts and local events 

¶ Public Health & Emergency Planning 

¶ Community development 

¶ Community planning 

¶ Community relations and community safety 

¶ Conservation of natural and built heritage 

¶ Future European programmes 

¶ Sports, leisure and recreation  

¶ Local roads functions, parking, traffic management and management of the public realm 

¶ Rates collection 

¶ Local development planning 

¶ Youth services and Library services, and 

¶ Regulatory services, including Trading Standards. 

These functions would complement the existing important functions of Northern Ireland Councils in 

relation to community relations, good relations and the delivery of the Shared Futures policy. 
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4.  The Wider Local Government Reform Agenda 

Transfers of functions do not occur in isolation and a major focus of the local government debate 

elsewhere in the UK and Ireland is about what can, broadly, be called the modernisation debate. This 

Section considers 3 aspects of the local government modernisation debate which have been important 

elsewhere in the UK and Ireland and which will be essential underpinning and enabling factors in 

facilitating strong, effective local government in Northern Ireland. Those elements are 

¶ Governance 

¶ Performance Management, and 

¶ Shared Services. 

4.1 Governance 
In England, Scotland and Wales Councils have the option of adopting alternative governance 

arrangements. For example, in Wales 19 of the 22 Councils adopt a Cabinet or Executive style of 

governance which creates a split between the Executive and scrutiny functions. 

Change and improvement in the governance of local authorities is the counterpart to the substantial 

shift of powers to local authorities proposed in the English White Paper. Elsewhere in the UK Councils 

have alternatives to the current Committee system of governance, these are generally based on a 

Ψ/ŀōƛƴŜǘΩ ƻǊ Ψ9ȄŜŎǳǘƛǾŜΩ ƳƻŘŜƭ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭƭƻǊǎ ŀǊŜ ŜƴǘǊǳǎǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŜŎǳǘƛǾŜ ǇƻǿŜǊǎ 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊΣ ΨƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘΩ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭƭƻǊǎ ƛǎ ǘƻ ǎŎǊǳǘƛƴƛǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ƘƻƭŘ ǘƻ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ǘƘŜ 

Executive. 

The introduction of changed governance arrangements in Councils in Northern Ireland would need to 

reflect the particular circumstances of Northern Ireland and the legislative framework for the 

governance of the Region as a whole. Evolution of and development of local authority governance in 

Northern Ireland is an essential part of the wider modernisation agenda and Councils, their members 

and the political parties will need to engage in an active debate with the Executive to ensure that any 

alternative arrangements introduced both effective and equitable. The local authority sector in 

bƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ LǊŜƭŀƴŘ ƭƻƻƪǎ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 9ȄŜŎǳǘƛǾŜΩǎ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŀƭǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ ƎƻǾernance 

in Northern Ireland and to active participation in that debate. 

4.2 Performance Management 
Performance management is an aspect of governance. A key enabling feature of the proposed transfer 

of additional powers to local government in England is the existence of a strong local authority 

performance management system, the Comprehensive Performance Assessment (CPA).  

Northern Ireland has no comprehensive performance framework for local government and the creation 

of such a structure is an essential step in the modernisation of local government in Northern Ireland. 

Again, the local government sector looks forward to the proposals of the Executive in relation to 
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performance management and looks forward to cooperating with the Executive in putting in place a 

clear and consistent accountability structure which draws on best practice in other jurisdictions. 

4.3 The Shared Services Agenda 
Shared Services are a major concern of public policy across the UK (in both Central and Local 

Government) and internationally. There are a variety of models of shared services, some of which are 

associated with privatisation of functions while others retain public sector delivery but provide for the 

creation of new, joint and separately accountable structures for the delivery of the service. 

Northern Ireland  does not lack experience of local authorities working together to deliver shared 

services. It does, however, lack a policy framework for shared services, a support infrastructure and a 

budget for delivery of shared services. 

!ƎŀƛƴΣ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ ƛƴ bƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ LǊŜƭŀƴŘ ƭƻƻƪǎ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 9ȄŜŎǳǘƛǾŜΩǎ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŀƭǎ ƻƴ 

the shared services agenda in Northern Ireland and to cooperating with the Executive and its agencies in 

implementing the shared services agenda. There are two cautions to be applied; firstly not all the 

models being used elsewhere can apply to Northern Ireland without consideration and possibly 

modification and, secondly that this agenda cannot be implemented without the provision of very 

substantial human and financial resources. Provided that attention is paid to these two cautions, the 

local government sector will embrace the shared services agenda for Northern Ireland as a means of 

providing transformed, efficient and accountable services to the people of Northern Ireland. 

4.4 Conclusion 
The local government sector in Northern Ireland welcomes change in the governance and performance 

management of Councils in Northern Ireland and is ready to cooperate with the Executive in 

implementing new arrangements and in putting in place a realistic shared services agenda for Northern 

Ireland. Local government in Northern Ireland cannot be as strong and as effective as possible without 

ǎǳŎƘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƴǳǎǘ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ Ψthe costΩ ƻŦ ŀŎŎŜǇǘƛƴƎ ŀ transfer of functions but as an essential 

building block to strong effective Councils and enhanced service to the citizen. Councils have an 

essential role in giving strong civic leadership, delivering modern services and shaping the places where 

people live and work. A transfer of functions which respects the principles set out in Section 3 and 

reform and development in terms of governance, performance management and shared services will 

create strong, effective and accountable local government in Northern Ireland working in a structured 

and supportive partnership with the Executive and its Departments and Agencies. 

 


