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Strong, Effective Local Government in 

Northern Ireland  
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.  
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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 

¶ 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 Ψdouble devolutionΩ 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. 

The ¢ŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ wŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 9ȄŜŎǳǘƛǾŜΩǎ wŜǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ wt! ǿŜǊŜ 

Ψ¢ƘŜ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ wŜǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ tǳōƭƛŎ !ŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛƭƭ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ 

what local government is expected to deliver in the context of a fully-functioning devolved 

Assembly and Executive, and in the context of the strategic direction of the Review of Public 

Administration, will consider the number of councils and functions that the Executive believes 

would be required.  
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In considering the number of councils, the review will consider the three options on which 

views were sought in the March 2005 Further Consultation on the Review of Public 

Administration in Northern Ireland.  

In considering the functions that the Executive believe should be delivered by local 

government, the review will consider the decisions on local government functions set out in 

ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ Cƛƴŀƭ !ƴƴƻǳƴŎŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ wŜǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ tǳōƭƛŎ !ŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

22 November 2005 and 21 March 2006, and will take account of financial and efficiency 

considerations. The review may also consider options on which views were sought in the 

March 2005 Further Consultation on the Review of Public Administration that Ministerial 

colleagues may wish to be considered.  

The review will be led by a sub-committee of the Executive Committee chaired by the 

aƛƴƛǎǘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 9ƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƛƭƭ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 9ȄŜŎǳǘƛǾŜ ōȅ ŀǳǘǳƳƴ нллтΩΦ  

/ƭŜŀǊƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŀ ŘŜǾƻƭǾŜŘ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ΨǊǳƭŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩ for public 

administration in Northern Ireland and in this, changed, context NILGA and SOLACE Northern Ireland 

sought advice on the case which the local government family should make to achieve the agreed 

joint aim of the two organizations ς Strong, Effective Local Government in Northern Ireland. 

Our work was undertaken in close consultation with NILGA members and staff and the senior local 

government officers who make up the membership of SOLACE Northern Ireland. This Report, 

therefore, reflects a wide range of inputs from Councillors and local government officers, as well as 

an extensive review of developments in local government and local and central government 

relationships in other jurisdictions elsewhere in the UK and Ireland. 

The Report is set out in the following Sections 

¶ Section 2 reviews developments in local government policies in the other jurisdictions 

elsewhere in the UK and Ireland 

¶ Section 3 considers the functions which could and should be transferred to local authorities 

in Northern Ireland as a result of the ExecuǘƛǾŜΩǎ wŜǾƛŜǿ 

¶ Section 4 considers a range of other important issues, including governance of local 

authorities , performance management,  shared services and capacity building for local 

authorities, each of which will contribute to strong effective local government in Northern 

Ireland. 

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 ExecuǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ bL[D! ŀƴŘΣ ŀǎ ǎǳŎƘΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ŦƻǊ ŀ ΨǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ 

ǊŜǇƻǊǘΩ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǘȅǇŜ to adopt a position on that issue. 
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2. Local Government Policies in the UK and Ireland 

This Section reviews developments in local government policies elsewhere in the UK and Ireland. 

Subsequent Sections then draw upon this analysis to make judgments about alternative approaches 

to the RPA review in Northern 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.  

While Irish local authorities have very much wider functions than Northern Ireland authorities 

currently exercise, considered against the arrangements in Great Britain the functions of Irish local 

authorities are relatively narrow. However,  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. This model has been held up by the EU as best practice in the 

relationship between local government and its community and similar arrangements have been 

proposed for a number of the new Member States. 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.  

¢ƘŜ ŎƭŀǊƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨŎƻƴǾŜƴƛƴƎΩ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ LǊƛǎƘ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƭŜŀǊ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎibility to 

ƭŜŀŘ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ /ƻǳƴǘȅ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ .ƻŀǊŘǎΣ Ƙŀǎ Ǉǳǘ ΨǘƘŜ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭΩ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŜ ƻŦ ŀ ƭƻŎŀƭ Ŏƻŀƭƛǘƛƻƴ 

of interests with responsibility for setting a vision and agenda for its area. 
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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 authorities. The Local Government White Paper for England (ΨStrong 

and Prosperous Communities, October 2006) provides for 

Ψŀ ǎǘǊƻƴƎŜǊ ǊƻƭŜ ŦƻǊ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭǎ ǘƻ ƭŜŀŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΣ ǎƘŀǇŜ 

ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǳǊƘƻƻŘǎ ŀƴŘ ōǊƛƴƎ ƭƻŎŀƭ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΦΩ1 

The Department for Communities and Local Government  on its website describes the White Paper 

as follows 

Ψ¢ƘŜ ²ƘƛǘŜ tŀǇŜǊ ƛǎ ŀ ŎƭŜŀǊ ǾƻǘŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭƭƻǊǎ ŀǎ 

the leaders of their communities ς it places local authorities and their 

communities at the heart of strengthened local decision-making and backs 

local authorities at the centre of local coalitions to strengthen 

ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΣ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ǇǊƻǎǇŜǊƛǘȅΦΩ  

The White Paper sets out explicitly to reinforce the role of local government as a strategic leader and 

place-shaper by 

¶ Reinforcing the strategic leadership role of local authorities, through strengthened Local 

Area Agreements, reinforcing the strategic leadership role of local authorities in Local 

Strategy Partnership and expecting local authority leaders to play a key role in all thematic 

partnerships 

¶ strengthening local partnership working by imposing a duty on public bodies to work 

towards the targets set out in (local authority produced) Local Area Agreements, and 

¶ Putting partnership working at the heart of local service delivery, by making local authorities 

the centre of a service delivery network involving the local authority, other public bodies, 

the private sector and the voluntary and community services, and 

¶ Introducing a reformed, simplified but still challenging performance management system. 

The Sub-national Review of Economic Development and Regeneration was published by the Treasury 

in July 2007 in the context of the Comprehensive Spending Review. It proposes a number of reforms 

to give English local authorities increased powers and influence over the development of their areas 

and to encourage collaborative planning between local authorities in their regions. This 

                                                           
1
 Ruth Kelly, then Secretary of State for Communities and Local Government, in the foreword to the White 

Paper. 
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collaboration will be implemented through Multi-Area Agreements, which are the regional or sub-

regional equivalent of Local Area Agreements. As with Local Area Agreements, public bodies will 

have a statutory duty to work toward the targets set out in Multi-Area Agreements. 

The Sub-National Review set out 3 principles to underpin the reform of economic development and 

regeneration:- 

1. Managing policy at the right level 

¶ A devolved approach giving regions and local authority areas the powers to respond to 

local challenges and to improve economic outcomes 

¶ Encouraging bottom up collaboration between local authorities 

2. Ensuring clarity of roles 

¶ Clear objectives 

¶ Streamlined decision-making 

¶ Effective co-ordination 

3. Enabling places to reach their potential 

¶ Clear accountability and scrutiny 

¶ Incentives to promote economic growth and to tackle the problems of deprived 

neighbourhoods 

¶ Equipping the public sector with the capacity to work effectively with the private sector. 

The Sub-National Review also identified the following 6 roles for English local authorities to play in 

promoting the prosperity of their areas 

1. Providing clear transparent leadership  for raising prosperity, through working with partners 

including business 

2. Developing a vision for the future of the local economy 

3. Supporting the development of wider regional and sub-regional strategies and ensuring 

that local strategies are consistent with those wider strategies 

4. Using all their resources and powers to develop the economic potential of all local areas 

(including the most deprived) and to manage and to drive economic change 

5. Leveraging investment from the private sector, and 

6. Ensuring that business support is co-ordinated with regional and national frameworks, 

avoiding overlap, duplication and omissions. 

As one regeneration commentator said, the Sub-National Review sees 

ΨǘƘŜ ǊƻƭƭƛƴƎ ōŀŎƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳȅǊƛŀŘ ƻŦ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƴƛtiatives created over the 

past 15 years, addressing concerns over the range of disparate strategies, 

little co-ordination and no incentive to align approaches . . 2ΦΩ 

                                                           
2
  Editorial in Regeneration and Renewal, August 2007 
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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 ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ǿŜƭƭ-

ōŜƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩΦ 

Lyons sees place-shaping as consisting of the following main components 

1. Building and shaping local identity 

2. Representing the community 

3. Regulating harmful and disruptive behaviours 

4. Maintaining the cohesiveness of the community, supporting debate within it, ensuring smaller 

voices are heard 

5. Helping to resolve disagreements 

6. Working to make the local economy more successful, while being sensitive to the environment 

7. Understanding local needs and preferences and making sure that the right services are 

delivered to local people 

8. Working with other bodies to respond to complex challenges, such as natural disasters. 

In commenting on his recommendations Sir Michael Lyons said 

Ψ[ƻŎŀƭ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ Φ Φ Φ ώŀƭƭƻǿǎϐ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ŎƘƻƛŎŜǎ ŦƻǊ 

themselves and relates and shapes the actions of government and the 

ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭƛǘȅΩ 

The local government debate has been most extensively and completely documented in England and 

policy in England has moved towards a more complete definition of a new vision for local 

government. However, there is also an active debate about the roles of local government in Wales 

and in Scotland, although the debates in each Country are at an earlier stage of development than in 

England. 

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 ¢ƘŜ ǘƻǘŀƭ ŜȄǇŜƴŘƛǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ 

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 
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¶ A statutorily defined Partnership between the Assembly and local government 

acknƻǿƭŜŘƎƛƴƎ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ ǊƻƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ 

defining the role of 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. The Review proposed a different model than 

that used in England with a continued commitment to delivery by the public sector, rather than the 

9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ΨƳƛȄŜŘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΩ delivery model. The Welsh model is based on the individual as a citizen, 

whereas the English model sees the individual as a consumer of services. The Beecham Review 

concluded 

Ψ²Ŝ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ²ŀƭŜǎ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǘƻ ŜƳōǊŀŎŜ ŀ ƳǳŎƘ ƳƻǊŜ ŀƳōƛǘƛƻǳǎ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

the future o f public service delivery and governance, which builds on the 

huge potential advantages available to a small country. Wales . . . should 

become a benchmark for delivering flexible, citizen-centred local services. 

The key driver of change has to be local pride, ambition and accountability 

ς with all public service bodies using their joint resources to secure better 

outcomes for citizens in their area. The role of the Assembly Government 

should be to design and lead a delivery system which enables and supports 

ǘƘƛǎ ǾƛǎƛƻƴΦΩ 

Instead of structural change, Beecham argued for a major increase in joint working, collaboration 

and joint delivery. Beecham found that structural change in Wales in 1996 and 2003 had not 

achieved the required transformation and that there was no evidence that big meant better; some 

of the best performing public authorities in Wales were very small. 

In March 2007 the Welsh Assembly Government published a policy statement on Local 

DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ /ƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ LƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ tŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ [ƛǾŜǎΦ Lƴ ƘŜǊ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ 

the Minister for Finance, Local Government and Public Services comments as follows 

ΨLƴ ŀ Ǉƻǎt-Beecham world we are challenged to think about the central - 

local government relationship in the context of all of our Welsh public 

services. We need now to create conditions for excellent, trusting 

relationships between organisations that serve and engage people in their 

localities. We are aiming to develop high quality public services, provided 

by organisations free of competition or rivalry, where we are not hung up 
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on who delivers services, as long as they make sense and provide 

satisfaction for the people receiving them.  Creating trust, engagement 

and better services is not easy, but the Welsh Assembly Government 

believes that local government is best placed to convene public service 

organisations to achieve this. We wholeheartedly support local 

govŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ ƳŀƴŘŀǘŜ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƳǇƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

excellent service delivery to citizens. At the same time, the Welsh Assembly 

Government must develop its leadership role to provide context, and 

sometimes direction, for public service delivery on a national and regional 

ōŀǎƛǎΦΩ  

The approach set out in the Welsh policy statement is to co-ordinate local actions and to streamline  

services between the existing organisations in Wales by local authority led Local Service Boards and 

Local Public Service Agreements. Local Service Boards are not new organisations, they are the space 

in which existing public service delivery organisations come together to develop a joint, boundary-

free approach to local public service delivery. In the policy statement the Minister recognised the 

need for political commitment across the Welsh Assembly Government and in local authorities to 

make this approach work. 

Speaking at the NILGA Annual Conference in September 2007 Sir Jeremy Beecham commented 

Ψ¢ƘŜ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƎƻǾŜǊnment in Wales was one which we found to be 

insufficiently aspirational, reluctant to test itself against best practice . . . 

and to keep citizens informed and engaged. But at least in Wales, for all 

that the 1990s reorganisation was seriously flawed, Councils have a much 

ǿƛŘŜǊ ōǊƛŜŦ ǘƘŀƴ ƛǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ƛƴ bƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ LǊŜƭŀƴŘΦΩ 

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, which has recently retitled itself the Scottish Government. The 

geographical coverage of Scottish Councils ranges from 26 square miles in Dundee to 12,437 square 

miles in the Highlands, while their population ranges from under 20,000 people in the Orkney Islands 

Council area to over 600,000 in the Glasgow City Council area. The gross expenditure of Scottish 

Local Authorities was £18.4 billion. In 2006 the total full time equivalent employment in Scottish 

Local Authorities was in excess of 230,000, accouns for over 50% of all public sector jobs in Scotland 

and 13% of total employment. 

In Scotland the approach being taken to local government reform is broadly similar to that in Wales. 

Local government reforms, including changed boundaries, electoral arrangements and governance 

arrangements, were introduced in May 2007 as a result of legislation enacted by the Scottish 

Parliament in 2003. In 2006 the Scottish Executive published a consultative paper entitled 
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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 ƳŀǘǳǊŜ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ƻŦ ǘǊǳǎǘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΣ 

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 

On 26 September 2007 the Scottish Cabinet Secretary for Finance and Sustainable Growth, Mr John 

Swiney, announced a number of reforms to business support and regeneration structures in 

Scotland which had the effect of devolving control over local economic development and local 

regeneration projects from Scottish Enterprise and Highland and Islands Enterprise to local 

authorities in Scotland. Essentially, local economic development, the Scottish Business Gateway 

service (which is the frontline support to new and existing small businesses) and local regeneration 

projects have been taken away from Scottish Enterprise and Highlands and Islands Enterprise 

(bodies which report to the Scottish Executive) and the responsibility has been transferred to 

Scottish Local Authorities. Introducing the changes the Minister said 

Ψ²ƛǘƘ {ŎƻǘǘƛǎƘ 9ƴǘŜǊǇǊƛǎŜ ŦƛǊƳƭȅ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ 

it is entirely right that local authorities assume an enhanced role in local 

economic development. What we expect to achieve out of these reforms is 

that local businesses will be able to reach a single point of access for 

advice - planning, licensing, business development and other services and 

that will be a great contrast to the pillar to post experience of many 

businesses today.Ω 

ΨThe Business Gateway provides advice to new start and local businesses 

serving mainly local markets. It is appropriate that it should be delivered 

by local authorities with whom these businesses already interact on a 

range of local issues.Ω  

2.5 Lessons Arising from Local Government Reform Processes Elsewhere in 

the UK and Ireland 
We can draw some lessons from this review of experience. 

The original Northern Ireland RPA review was based on the principles of subsidiarity, equality and 

good relations, common boundaries, strong local government and also a division of responsibility 

and powers between regional government and local government with regional government having 
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responsibility for setting policy and standards, establishing budgets and delivering regional services 

and the local authorities having responsibility for delivery of services, identification of local need and 

providing local leadership. These principles apply whether the range of powers transferred to local 

government is large or small. 

Arrangements in each of the other jurisdictions reviewed differ, reflecting differences in history and 

culture, however, in all cases there is a strong and growing emphasis on the leadership and 

convening roles of local authorities, being responsive to their communities and advocating their 

needs 

The experience in Ireland of the City and County Development Boards working in conjunction with 

City and County Councils which have extensive powers and budgets provides a model of what can be 

done in a very comparable context and with local authorities which, in many cases, are of a scale 

comparable to those envisaged for Northern Ireland. 

The English review carries a number of lessons 

¶ the changes are the result of a long process occurring over time in which the basics had to 

be addressed before substantial powers could be transferred to Councils, this involved local 

government as a whole putting its own house in order and introduction of Comprehensive 

Performance Assessment, which was effective in transforming the performance of many 

Councils. Northern Ireland has not gone through such a process.  

¶ Lƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜ ƛǎ Ψŀ ŎƭŜŀǊ ǾƻǘŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭƭƻǊǎΩ to 

Ψlead their communities, shape neigƘōƻǳǊƘƻƻŘǎ ŀƴŘ ōǊƛƴƎ ƭƻŎŀƭ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΩΦ 

¶ In England also, it is important to note that Councils are not expected to be inwardly-focused 

on their areas. The Sub-National Review envisages Councils working collaboratively for 

regional development and participating actively ς in a leadership role ς in other partnerships 

in their area.  

¶ The Sub-National Review sets out 3 principles which are valuable for Northern Ireland too , 

managing policy at the right level, ensuring clarity of roles, and enabling places to reach their 

potential.  

¶ The Review also sets out 6 roles for Councils in ensuring the prosperity of their areas.  

¶ The use of Multi-Area Agreements shows the potential for making new approaches without 

creating new structures and the Lyons Inquiry usefully sets out 8 components of place-

shaping 

¶ The English White Paper, the Sub-National Review and the Lyons Inquiry are each very clear 

and explicit that one of the imperatives driving change is the need to have local flexibility to 

improve national economic performance, take local opportunities which would not 

otherwise be realisable and to tackle disadvantage in a flexible but committed way 

The Welsh example is of interest in part because of the different philosophy underlying the 

approach and in part because of its ambition for Wales ς the aim is not to get by, but to achieve 

ŜȄŎŜƭƭŜƴŎŜΦ  Lƴ ŜǎŎƘŜǿƛƴƎ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŜƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŘǊƛǾŜ Ψflexible, citizen-centred local 

ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΩ through existing structures Wales offers an alternative model which will require strong 

political commitment and determination in both local and central government if it is to be driven 
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ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ²ŜƭǎƘ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǘƻ ΨƻǾŜǊ мΣлллΩ examples of 

existing collaboration in service provision between Welsh local authorities. 

Finally, in Scotland the review of the delivery of public services is also concerned with all public 

services, not just local authority services and Scottish Ministers have recognized the neeŘ ŦƻǊ ŀ Ψnew 

and mature climate of trust between central government, local government and various delivery 

organisations, recognising the elected status of local governmentΩ while the recent announcement of 

reforms in the delivery of local economic development, business support and local regeneration 

services represents a significant shift from central government to local government decision making 

which recognises that ΨǿƛǘƘ {ŎƻǘǘƛǎƘ 9ƴǘŜǊǇǊƛǎŜ ŦƛǊƳƭȅ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ ƛǘ ƛǎ 

entirely right that local authorities assume an enhanced role in local economic developmentΩΦ 
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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 

authorities should play, their relationship to central goverƴƳŜƴǘ 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. 

In a speech given by David Milliband MP in January 2006, when he was the Minister for Local 

Government in England, he commented 

ΨǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ǿƛƭƭ ƻƴƭȅ ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜ ƛǘǎ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǿƘŜƴ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎΣ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭƭȅ ŀƴŘ 

collectively, are able to use their knowledge and capacity to shape their 

ƭƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΩΦ 

This, the realisation of the full potential of individuals, urban and rural areas, regions and nations, is 

the fundamental rationale for having a strong local element in national governance arrangements. 

In Northern Ireland the debate about the Review of Public Administration has generally proceeded 

as a zero sum debate in which functions are won or lost by central government or local government 

ς it has been about dividing up the existing range of powers. There is, however, the opportunity to 

turn the debate round and to consider what combination of local government and central 

government powers and what relationship between local government and central government will 

best release the knowledge and capacity of citizens, individually and collectively, to shape a shared 

future for Northern Ireland at community, neighbourhood, Council and the regional levels. 

This Section draws on the debate about the nature and development of sustainable communities, 

and on the experience of other regions to propose a model of governance for local government, 

central government and the relationship between them which is built on strong local government 

and strong central government and a more robust, strategic and synergistic relationship between 

the two levels of government in Northern Ireland. The model proposed identifies clear and distinct 

roles for local government and central government in Northern Ireland  

¶ Prior to a transfer of additional functions to new local authorities 

¶ On the transfer of functions, and 

¶ Following a later, consequent further transfer of powers. 

The model proposed sets out an approach to creating a more prosperous, equitable, inclusive and 

sustainable Northern Ireland. 

The proposed model is based on a careful survey of the literature about 

¶ The sustainable communities debate, at the UK and Northern Ireland levels 

¶ The previous debates about the local government aspects of the Review of Public 

Administration in Northern Ireland, 
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¶ Analysis of key documents relating to local government reform and development elsewhere 

in the UK and Ireland, and 

¶ Synthesis, from a variety of sources, of a proposed model which would place reformed and 

restructured Northern Ireland local authorities at the centre of the development and 

maintenance of sustainable communities across Northern Ireland, in partnership with the 

Departments of the Northern Ireland Executive and their agencies. 

The Section then proposes a developmental path between the current situation of local government 

and the recommended model. 

3.1 The Sustainable Communities Debate 
 

The concept of sustainable development has been discussed for many decades but began to be 

incorporated in Government policy frameworks more actively following the Earth Summit in Rio de 

Janeiro in 1992, following the publication of the EU Sustainable Development Strategy in 2001 and 

again following the publication of a Renewed Sustainable Development Strategy for an Enlarged EU 

in 2006. 

The best known definition of sustainable development is that provided by the 1987 Brundhand 

Report 

ά5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŜŜǘǎ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ 

ŎƻƳǇǊƻƳƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ƴŜŜŘǎέ 

In principle this involves safeguarding and using existing resources in a sustainable way to enhance 

the long-term management of, and investment in, human, social and environmental resources. 

The concept of sustainable development has been extended to that of sustainable communities. 

Sustainable communities has become an explicit aim of government policy, for example the mission 

statement of the Department of Communities and Local Government (DCLG) in England is 

άǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ǘƘǊƛǾƛƴƎΣ ǾƛōǊŀƴǘΣ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿƛƭƭ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ 

ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜϥǎ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜέΦ 

There has been an active debate about what constitutes a sustainable community. DCLG uses the 

following definition 

Ψ{ǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƭƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǊƪΣ 

now and in the future. They meet the diverse needs of existing and future 

residents, are sensitive to their environment, and contribute to a high 

quality of life. They are safe and inclusive, well planned, built and run, and 

ƻŦŦŜǊ Ŝǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƎƻƻŘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭΩΦ 
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The Department, while recognising that there can be no standard template for sustainable 

communities, offers the following as the characteristics of sustainable communities,  

¶ Active, inclusive and safe - Fair, tolerant and cohesive with a strong local culture and other 

shared community activities  

¶ Well run - with effective and inclusive participation, representation and leadership  

¶ Environmentally sensitive - providing places for people to live that are considerate of the 

environment  

¶ Well designed and built - featuring quality built and natural environment  

¶ Well connected - with good transport services and communication linking people to jobs, 

schools, health and other services 

¶ Thriving - with a flourishing and diverse local economy  

¶ Well served - with public, private, community and voluntary services that are appropriate to 

people's needs and accessible to all. 

This definition of a sustainable community is used almost word for word in the first Northern Ireland 

Sustainable Development Strategy, which was published in May 2006. Apart from the order in which 

ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ ŀǊŜ ƭƛǎǘŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ bƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ LǊŜƭŀƴŘ {ǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ΨActive, 

LƴŎƭǳǎƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ {ŀŦŜΩ characteristic in the DCLG listing in the Northern Ireland listing becomes 

Ψ!ŎǘƛǾŜΣ ǎŀŦŜ ŀƴd inclusive ς fair, tolerant, welcoming and cohesive with 

opportunities for culture, leisure, recreation and other shared community 

ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΩΦ 

The Northern Ireland Sustainable Development strategy sets outs its vision of  

Ψ! bƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ LǊŜƭŀƴŘ ōǳƛƭǘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ŀ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ 

encompassing urban and rural areas, where existing settlements and any 

ƴŜǿ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘǎ ŀǊŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜΩΦ 

The Strategy sets 3 strategic objectives for sustainable communities in Northern Ireland  

¶ To increase the economic well-being of the people of Northern Ireland 

¶ To create an attractive, high quality environment where people feel safe and which provides 

the conditions for health and social well-being 

¶ To promote the development of community engagement, civic leadership and responsible 

citizenship ς in the language of the English listing, communities should be well run ς with 

effective and inclusive participation, representation and leadership. 

Each of these strategic objectives is associated with a series of Ψkey targetsΩ ŀƴŘ ΨƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǎǘŜǇǎΩΦ In 

the case of the 3rd strategic objective these include 

ΨKey Targets 
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ω By 2009 strengthen the involvement of communities and better reflect local views through 

community planning powers. 

¶ Modernise the voluntary and community sector to strengthen the service delivery role of 

organisations. 

¶ Build capacity in disadvantaged communities to develop the active participation of local 

people in achieving positive change. 

Important Steps 

¶ .ǊƛƴƎ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘ ŀ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ŦƻǊ ƛƴǾƻƭǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƛƴ 

development control and development plan making functions 

¶ By 2009 ensure that community planning is implanted within the revised local authority 

system 

ω Promote active citizenship and good relations within and between communities 

ω Build community capacity and deliver training for constructive and effective participation 

in decision making. 

ω Engage and empower local people to drive forward regeneration projects in their 

neighbourhoods 

ω Ensure public services are delivered in a more integrated way which recognises the active 

involvement and engagement of local communitiesΩΦ 

There is a major emphasis on the role of local government and the requirements for effective 

participation in decision making at local level. The document notes 

Ψ/ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ-making is essential for a truly 

sustainable community. The participation of local people in decision-making is vital to 

ensure that social and environmental as well as economic considerations are fully taken 

into account. 

Effective participation involves a commitment by community leaders to 

establishing trust, sharing expertise and working towards consensus. We will 

create a framework for collaborative relationships between local communities 

and those responsible for local development, regional planning and service 

dŜƭƛǾŜǊȅΦΩ 
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The Strategy goes on to say that 

ΨThe importance of the role of district councils in delivering sustainable 

development has been recognised within the Review of Public Administration 

(RPA). Under the new arrangements councils will be at the centre of service 

delivery and civic life. They will be key to the planning and delivery of services 

within their areas and to engagement with communities. In drawing up their 

plans councils will consult widely within their communities drawing on the views 

of all sectors to create a vision for their area. The devolvement of powers to local 

councils will provide greater opportunities for local political and civic leadershipΩ. 

The Northern Ireland Sustainable Development Strategy foresaw local authorities at the centre of  

¶ Service delivery, and 

¶ Civic life. 

In this model the role of the local authority is to ensure that services are delivered at the right level 

to meet citizen needs, by the authority itself, by other public agencies and by the voluntary and 

community and the private sectors, while setting a vision for its area through an inclusive 

community planning process and drawing together the tools and means to deliver that vision. 

3.2 The Principles underlying the Previous RPA Decisions 
The decisions announced by the then Secretary of State for Northern Ireland in March 2006 in 

relation to the Review of Public Administration (RPA) in Northern Ireland ranged much wider than 

local government and included a commitment to the reform of Central Government Departments, 

restructuring in health and education, a review of a wide range of non-Departmental  Public Bodies 

and reform of local government. The guiding principles of the reform were 

Ψ{ǳōǎƛŘƛŀǊƛǘȅ ς delivering services and exercising power as close to the people as possible. 

That means local councils having responsibility for the delivery of a wide range of services 

that affect the lives of people living in their areas; 

Equality and Good Relations ς equality, social need, good relations, human rights and rural 

considerations have been key threads woven into both the development of the reforms and 

the way in which the review was conducted. The local administration arrangements will 

ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀƴ ŀƴŎƘƻǊ ŦƻǊ Ψ! {ƘŀǊŜŘ CǳǘǳǊŜΩ ŀƴŘ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƎƻƻŘ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ earthed in 

the needs of local communities; 

Common Boundaries ς having public services organised within the same boundaries (the 

new  local council boundaries) will not only make them easier to understand, but will create 

real opportunities for well-planned, joined-up working; and 

Strong Local Government ς councils at the heart of the local community providing civic 

leadership; ensuring the provision of local services, locally delivered; and working with local 
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interests to develop their areas, addressing social, economic and environmental issues that 

ǿƛƭƭ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǾƛōǊŀƴǘΣ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎΦΩ 

¢ƘŜ wt! ŦƻǊŜǎŀǿ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΣ Ψtransforming economic and 

ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƭƛŦŜΩ, with expanded powers enabling the Council to respond flexibly to local need and 

opportunity, a general power of well-being and a central community planning process to inform 

local agendas. While Councils would have an expanded range of functions, they would not 

necessarily deliver all those functions directly ς instead, where appropriate, they would work 

through partnerships with the voluntary and community and private sectors. 

In the March 2005 consultation on the RPA the role of local government was described as follows  

ΨΦ Φ Φ ƭƻŎŀƭ Ǝƻvernment will have a pivotal role in the two-tier model. Councils will be at the 

centre of a network of organisations delivering public services in their area. Citizens will 

look to their councils to deliver, or commission on their behalf, an enhanced range of 

services. Councils will be engaged with the communities they serve on an ongoing basis. 

They will consult, represent and advocate on behalf of their citizens. They will build 

partnerships and involve the voluntary, community and business sectors in planning for 

the future. Councils will engage locally, seeking out community views on matters of 

concern both across their area and particular localities. This process of consultation and 

ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŀ ƪŜȅ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭǎΩ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ŎƛǾƛŎ ƭŜŀdership for their area. 

Citizens will also expect their councils to work with other organisations to produce a vision 

for the area and, through the community planning process, to promote collaborative 

working to deliver citizen-ŎŜƴǘǊŜŘ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎΩΦ 

The Northern Ireland Sustainable Development Strategy outlined 

ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΩ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ǿƻǊƪ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ 

proposals of the then RPA decisions as follows 

ΨTo achieve this we will introduce a new power of 

community planning with a statutory duty on 

councils to initiate, maintain and facilitate a 

community planning process which aims to draw 

together all service providers within the council 

boundary to address community needs in a strategic 

and sustainable wayΩ. 

¢ƘŜ Ψtwo-ǘƛŜǊΩ model of governance proposed in the RPA was 

summarised in the diagram to the right. 

3.3 Visions & Realities 
The local government sector in Northern Ireland has produced a Manifesto for Strong, Effective 

Local Government. It sets out a vision of a Northern Ireland 



Strong, Effective Local Government in Northern Ireland  

 

  

19 

Ψfull of vibrant and cohesive local communities, where all citizens have opportunities for an 

excellent quality of life. A place where localities are shaped by the people who live within 

them. Where people know that their views can make a difference to the way services are 

provided and how the decisions that impact upon them are made . . . Cleaner, greener, 

safer neighbourhoods with services provided locally, where there is one place to go if you 

ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΣ ŀ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΣ ƻǊ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ȅƻǳǊ ǎŀȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎΦΩ 

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

ΨGiving Strong Civic Leadership 

¶ Bringing organisations and people together 

¶ Speaking up for local interests 

¶ Balancing local priorities 

¶ Developing local leaders 

 

Delivering Modern Services 

 

¶ Knitting services together 

¶ Innovating and tailoring services to meet local needs 

¶ Ensuring that Council services are effective, responsive & lean 

¶ Holding other service providers to account 

 

Shaping the Places Where People Live and Work 

 

¶ Leading and coordinating local development 

¶ Tackling social need and building peace at the grassroots 

¶ Protecting and making best use of our environment 

¶ Facilitating active citizens to release local energyΦΩ 

¢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. 

As the Manifesto says 

Ψ[ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƛƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǊŜƎƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ о ǇǊŜǊŜǉǳƛǎƛǘŜǎ 

¶ Firstly, there must be a legal requirement on public agencies to participate in the 

community planning process. 

¶ Secondly, Councils must be a strong partner ς they must have control of a critical 

mass of powers and resources. 

¶ Thirdly,  central and local government need to work as partners in government to 

get central policy and local delivery to work in harmony. We believe that a 

statutory partnership woǳƭŘ ǿƻǊƪ ōŜǎǘΦΩ 



Strong, Effective Local Government in Northern Ireland  

 

  

20 

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. As Section 2 showed, achievement of 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. 

In facing up to realities, the local government sector needs to acknowledge that the essential 

underpinnings for an extensive transfer of powers need to be put in place in parallel with the 

proposed transfers of functions and to argue that central government, working in partnership with 

the local government sector, needs to begin to put in place policies and arrangements for 

performance assessment of local authorities across Northern Ireland, changes in local government 

governance arrangements and a structure for the local government sector to address a shared 

services agenda on a serious basis ς these issues are discussed more fully in Section 4. 

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

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

and a shared services policy and process 

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

government sector can, in reality 

¶ Give strong civic leadership 

¶ Delivery modern services, and 

¶ Shape the places where people live and work, and 

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

changes put in place in this review are bedded down. 

¢Ƙƛǎ ΨǊŜŀƭǇƻƭƛǘƛƪΩ approach is based on the following realities. 

¶ Local government in Northern Ireland has not to date developed as  extensive 

collaborative working arrangements as are found elsewhere ς it has had little or no 

incentive to do so ς and it has not functioned under an effective overall performance 

management system because central government in Northern Ireland has not put one in 

place. 

¶ However, the principles underlying the RPA and the English reforms must be fully and 

strictly applied whether the transfer of functions is extensive or not 
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¶ The timetable for change has lengthened. New arrangements cannot now come into 

place until 2011 or 2012 (depending on the legislative procedure adopted). This means 

that there is a 4 or 5 year run in to the new arrangements during which the capacity of 

Councils can be increased. However, this is likely to be a very frustrating period if 

Councils cannot begin to exercise their leadership,  convening or place-shaping role 

more effectively during this time 

¶ Once the new Council boundaries are determined Councils can be expected to be 

required to (and to wish to) work collaboratively for the new areas. This might be done 

through structures similar to the Multi-Area Agreements which are being introduced in 

England 

¶ However, unlike the position in England, there can be no statutory duty on public 

authorities to work towards the targets in Multi-Area Agreements until legislation is put 

in place. In this situation it may be necessary to rely upon political commitment to co-

operation, but this commitment would have to be on the part of Ministers and 

Departments as well as on the part of local government. 

A further reality is that the success of local government during the transitional period up to the 

transfer of functions in 2011 or 2012 will be very important in laying the foundations for the 

successful implementation of the RPA reforms. What is required is a new model of working together 

between central and local government in Northern Ireland. The examples from Wales and Scotland 

provided in Section 2 show that the devolved administrations in both countries have realised that 

trust and commitment are fundamental to reform of the delivery of public services.  

If the relationship between central and local government in Northern Ireland during the transitional 

period remains one of approving/disapproving ς rather than one of partnership for common goals ς 

then it is very likely that the eventual RPA reforms will become a zero sum game, rather than an 

opportunity to create strong local government and strong central government aligned along a 

common vision and working towards common goals of generating benefits to citizens across 

Northern Ireland and realising the full potential of each part of Northern Ireland. 

In that regard it is very important that a sufficient body of functions is transferred to local 

government so that it can make a difference for its citizens at local levels. The rest of this Section 

sets out  a new model for local government in Northern Ireland and for the functions which need to 

be transferred to local government to ensure effective reform. 
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3.4 Features of the Proposed Model 
Some of the key features of the proposed model are 

¶ 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. 

¢ƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ƪŜȅ Ψmuǎǘ ƘŀǾŜΩ features of this model ς factors which are essential if this model is 

to work and is not to be set up to fail, 

¶ Ministers must affirm the leadership role of local authorities in their place shaping role and 

state that Departments and their agencies must cooperate to produce better outcomes for 

localities 

¶ To demonstrate their commitment to this leadership role Ministers must, collectively, ensure 

that their Departments do cooperate with Councils in the work prior to the transfer of 

functions ς this could be a period of early wins, or it could lead to demoralisation and confusion 

¶ Councils, for their part will have to cooperate in shared service delivery, development of 

performance management and governance reviews 

¶ There must be a coherent corpus of place-shaping functions transferred to Councils and a 

statutory duty on public authorities to cooperate with Community Plans (what constitutes a 

coherent corpus of place-shaping functions is considered below), and 

¶ There must be an explicit timetable for consideration of the transfer of other functions to 

Councils. In practice, the time for such consideration is likely to be in the period of office of a 

new Executive following Assembly elections. The next Assembly Elections have to take place by 

2012 and this implies that the implementation of further transfers of function would occur some 

time after that date. 
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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 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



Strong, Effective Local Government in Northern Ireland  

 

  

24 

3.5 A Coherent Corpus of Place Shaping Functions 
What would constitute a coherent corpus of place shaping functions? 

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 

¶ 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 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. 

A transfer of a range of powers along these lines would enable local authorities to play a significant 

leadership and convening role in the development of their areas and to ensure the delivery of those 

services which would most make a difference at the local level. However, it is not the intention that the 

local authorities would deliver all these functions themselves, instead they would work collaboratively 
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between themselves, with other public bodies and with the private and voluntary and community 

sectors to deliver flexible, people-centred services. 

It is important to note that such a transfer of functions will lead to important efficiency gains. There 

would, for example, be no need for separate local strategies and consultations on issues such as 

neighbourhood renewal, economic development, rural regeneration, community safety to meet the 

needs of a range of Departmental agendas which are unconnected. A single Community Plan for each of 

the new Council areas would establish the needs of the area, the agenda for intervention and the 

relative priority of different actions. Departments, local authorities, other public bodies, the voluntary 

and community sector and the private sector could then set about meeting those needs and priorities in 

the most effective way available. 

From the point of view of the citizen, these arrangements would contribute to a substantial 

improvement in accountability and transparency. The citizen would no longer be passed from pillar to 

post to navigate a complex local/central government interface and be required to make his or her case 

to many different Departments and agencies with differing agendas. The citizen could expect the local 

authority concerned to be effective in co-ordinating the delivery of services at the local level and would 

expect to hold the local authority accountable for its performance in this regard. An example of this 

improved transparency would be the creation of a single inspectorate managed by local government 

responsible for public health, environmental health and trading standards issues. 

Nor do these proposals lead to a fragmentation of service delivery or duplication of costs in each 

Council. Existing service provision organisations, such as the Road Service, could provide services under 

contract to Councils and continue to achieve the economies of scale which, it is argued, arise from 

centralised provision. 

3.6  Consideration of Certain Functions 

There are some issues which remain from the previous decisions and which require consideration 

3.6.1 Roads Functions 

The previous RPA decisions would have transferred to the new Councils the public realm aspects of 

roads functions and sought to give Councils greater influence in the setting of priorities for roads in their 

areas. 

The arguments against the transfer of other roads functions to Councils were 

¶ That there are certain strategic road decisions which need to be made at the regional level ς 

which is true, and that 

¶ Only by maintaining a single roads service could economies of scale be achieved ς which is 

not true. 
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Roads are important; they are more than engineering solutions to 

transport problems. In many parts of Northern Ireland roads are an 

important part of local identity and there is an important 

relationship between roads provision and planning, urban and rural 

regeneration and tourism and economic development.  

A transfer of responsibility for all but motorway and trunk roads to 

the new Councils, therefore, makes sense. Roads are a core part of 

the coherent corpus of place-shaping powers. However, this does 

not mean that the economies of scale currently achieved by the DRD 

Roads Service have to be lost.  Subject to a proper procurement 

process the DRD Roads Service could become a service provider to 

the new Councils working in collaboration with, or in competition 

with private sector service providers.  

3.6.2 Planning Functions 

Similar considerations apply to planning functions. It would be futile 

to give Councils leadership of the place-shaping role without 

transferring the power to shape places through the planning 

function. However, the planning control function currently faces a 

number of challenges which are being addressed within current 

structures and there is a feeling that an early transfer of the 

planning control function would add to the difficulties of that 

Service. These considerations do not apply to the local development 

planning function and this should be transferred to local authorities 

with the other place-shaping functions. In the interim the role of 

local authorities as statutory consultees in planning control issues 

can be strengthened, prior to its eventual transfer to local authority 

control.  

As with Road Service, there is no need to lose the economies of 

scale which are achieved in the current unified planning service. 

Councils could acquire planning services through a procurement 

exercise either from the Planning Service or through private service 

providers. 

The sidebar on this page contains a series of extracts from the White 

Paper published in May 2007 on ΨtƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŀ {ǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ CǳǘǳǊŜΩΦ  

While the policy proposals in the White Paper refer only to England, 

the principles apply fully to the Northern Ireland case. 

An effective and efficient 

planning system which is 

responsive to our needs as a 

society is therefore essential.  

 

Our vision is for a planning 

system which supports 

vibrant, healthy sustainable 

communities, promotes the 

¦YΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

competitiveness, and enables 

the infrastructure which is 

vital to our quality of life to be 

provided, in a way that is 

integrated with the delivery of 

other sustainable 

development objectives, and 

ensures that local 

communities and members of 

the public can make their 

views heard. 

 

Planning is a core function of 

local authorities and is central 

to their role as place shapers. 

We are committed therefore 

to ensuring that decision 

making is taken at as local a 

level as possible so that it can 

fully reflect local 

circumstances and needs. 

 

When used in a forward 

looking strategic way 

[planning] can be a very 

powerful tool for creating 

places where local 

communities can thrive.Ω 
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 A failure to transfer local development planning to Councils would significantly undermine the place-

shaping role of the new local authorities, for example by frustrating the ability of the new Councils to 

ensure that sufficient land is zoned for social housing or other local priorities. 

3.6.3 Invest NI Property Functions 

As part of the local economic development, strategic planning and place-shaping functions of the new 

local authorities, the property land bank of Invest NI should transfer to the new Councils. Councils 

acknowledge the importance and value of the Invest NI inward investment role and will wish to make 

provision for the property requirements of inward investment companies, in consultation with Invest NI. 

However, there are many areas in which land currently reserved for INI client companies could be put to 

good use by local companies without erƻŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ wŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ Ƙƻǎǘ ƳŀƧƻǊ ƛƴǿŀǊŘ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƳŜƴǘǎΦ 

3.7 Functions of Departments after Functions have Transferred 
If the transfers of functions advocated in this Section occur there is a need to consider what functions 

Departments would exercise in relation to the services transferred. This Section considers the case study 

of the functions of urban regeneration, which are currently within the remit of the Department for 

Social Development (DSD). 

The starting point has to be that Ministers in the devolved administration are responsible to the 

Assembly and to its Scrutiny Committees and that it is the role of Departments to advise Ministers. For 

this reason DSD has to be given a role in relation to regeneration which permits it to 

¶ Have an awareness and knowledge of regeneration practice and policy in Northern Ireland and 

across the UK and Ireland 

¶ Be aware of alternative approaches and their advantages and disadvantages 

¶ From time to time review policy in association with local government 

¶ Recommend and introduce new policies and new legislation as required to support 

regeneration, and ς more generally  

¶ Provide the Minister with authoritative advice in relation to regeneration. 

It is important that the role of DSD after RPA is a positive one, it would be too easy for the Department 

simply to second guess local authority proposals and to act as a barrier for development, rather than as 

an agent for regeneration best practice. 

The experience of the Scottish Executive is interesting. Scotland recently reviewed its regeneration 

policy based on a best practice review of regeneration. One of the conclusions of the best practice 

review was that there were too many organisations with some degree of involvement with regeneration 

and that there was no clear leadership ƻŦ ǊŜƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǇƻƭƛŎȅΦ Lƴ ƛǘǎ CŜōǊǳŀǊȅ нллс ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ΨPeople 

ŀƴŘ tƭŀŎŜΩ the Scottish Executive set out a new approach to regeneration based on agreed geographical 

priorities (the 6 main Scottish cities) and clarified relationships between the regeneration authorities. 

The Scottish policy statement makes the following comment 
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ΨIt is first and foremost at the regional, local and neighbourhood level where regeneration 

initiatives actually happen; where communities, local authorities, Communities Scotland, 

Scottish Enterprise, Highlands and Islands Enterprise (and their Local Enterprise Companies) 

and others lead, plan and deliver programmes; where developers, the construction industry 

and other businesses make regeneration real; and where the private sector invests and takes 

risks. 

Community Planning Partnerships, which bring together the public, private and voluntary 

sectors at the local authority level, can and should take the lead strategic role in regeneration 

at this level, for example through the development and delivery of Regeneration Outcome 

Agreements ( ROAs). In addition, the regular renewal of the Development Plan by planning 

authorities will ensure that future development needs are actively considered in a 

comprehensive and co-ordinated way, with extensive opportunities for local communities to 

participate fully.Ω 

The graphic below suggests how this Scottish experience might be transferred to the Northern Ireland 

situation. 

 

The stages are as follows 

1. Each local authority identifies the priorities for its area through an inclusive Community Planning 

process 

2. The physical aspects of the identified priorities are incorporated into the local development plan 

3. Specific regeneration priorities are agreed by each Council 

ωInclusive local process to identify priorities for the Council area

Community Planning by local government 

ωIdentifying the physical expression of the Council priorities

Development Planning by local government

ωDevelopment of specific regeneration proposals

Identification of Regeneration Priorities in each Council area

ωIdentifying key regeneration projects, resource requirements, funding plans & regeneration 
outcomes expects

Regeneration Outcome Agreements between DSD & each Council

ωBased on Regeneration Outcome Agreements, understanding of best practice and DSD leadership 
role

Monitoring and Evaluation of Regeneration Policy by DSD
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4. The specific projects, their resource requirements and their funding plans are agreed in 

Regeneration Outcome Agreements agreed between each Council and DSD. The targets to be 

met by the projects are a central part of the Regeneration Outcome Agreements. If  central 

government funding or permissions or land transfers etc. are required they are included in the 

Regeneration Outcome Agreement for that Council area 

5. DSD monitors and evaluates regeneration policy based on the information provided to it under 

the monitoring arrangements in the Regeneration Outcome Agreements. However, the 

Department needs to bring an understanding of best practice to this monitoring and evaluation 

role and it does so by playing a leadership role in regeneration in Northern Ireland which would 

include chairing a Regeneration Forum consisting of the Department, the local authorities and 

appropriate community and private sector participants, hosting best practice events on a 

regular basis and bringing national initiatives to play in Northern Ireland  

6. On the basis of this role and the information provided under the Regeneration Outcome 

Agreements, DSD advises the Minister, through the Minister, the Assembly on regeneration 

practice and policy in Northern Ireland in the context of an understanding of national and 

international best practice. 

While this example relates specifically to regeneration and the potential functions of DSD after the 

transfer of regeneration powers to Councils, it is capable of being generalised to the functions all of the 

transferring Departments. Each such transferring Department will still have important policy roles to 

play, they are different than their current mix of policy and delivery, but they remain important 

functions. 

3.8. Conclusions on Transfer of Functions Debate 
This Section has suggested that an emphasis on the role of Northern Ireland local authorities in creating 

and maintaining sustainable communities ς the place-shaping role ς might provide a possible way 

forward in the current review of the local government aspects of the RPA. 

The principles set out in the original RPA Review and the experience of Ireland, England, Scotland and 

Wales all suggest that Councils are the appropriate bodies to lead on place-shaping. 

The requirements of an effective role for Councils in place-shaping are 

¶ A clear affirmation by Ministers collectively that Councils will take the lead in place-shaping and 

demonstrated commitment  by Ministers to making sure that Departments and their agencies 

respect this role 

¶ The transfer of a coherent corpus of place-shaping and related powers to Councils made up of those 

listed in Section 3.5, including roads functions, planning functions and the Invest NI property 

functions, to enable Councils to make a difference to their communities and to outcomes for their 

citizens 

¶ A statutory duty on other public authorities to collaborate with Community Plans, with appropriate 

remedies in the case of non-compliance, and 
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¶ An explicit timetable for the consideration of transfer of further powers to Councils. 

These are the essential criterƛŀ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ aƛƴƛǎǘŜǊǎΩ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ƧǳŘƎŜŘΦ 

For their parts Councils will need to cooperate fully in shared service delivery, performance 

management and governance reviews. By doing so, Councils will establish the evidential basis for the 

case for further transfers of functions. 

In assessing the proposals emerging from the Executive councils should apply the tests set out in the 

English Sub-National Review of Economic Development and regeneration and consider whether they 

¶ Manage policy at the right level 

¶ Ensure clarity of roles, and 

¶ Enable places to reach their potential. 

A less than full transfer of powers which did not meet the criteria set out above would undermine the 

performance of each of these roles and would, in effect, be bound to fail to realise the potential 

contribution of communities to the shaping of a shared future for Northern Ireland at community, 

neighbourhood, Coucil and the Regional levels. 

This was a point made forcefully by Sir Jeremy Beecham in his speech to the NILGA Conference on 21 

September 2007 when he said 

ΨǘƘŜǎŜ days we have to be concerned with the broadest range of issues. Cross-cutting themes 

like the provision for young people or the disabled, health inequalities or economic 

development , need to engage the combined working of local government and national 

services, some controlled by Stormont, others by Westminster. 

Community plans which do not embrace these key services, and where the body producing the 

plan does not have the power to secure implementation, simply wƛƭƭ ƴƻǘ ƭƛǾŜ ǳǇ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƴŀƳŜΦΩ 
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4.  The Wider Local Government Reform Agenda 

 

The principal focus of this Paper is on learning the lessons of experience elsewhere in the UK and 

Ireland, considered in Section 2 and on the transfer of functions debate, considered in Section 3. 

However, 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 
¢ƘŜ [ƻŎŀƭ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ²ƘƛǘŜ tŀǇŜǊ ƛƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ Ψ{ǘǊƻƴƎ ŀƴŘ tǊƻǎǇŜǊƻǳǎ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΩ, which was 

published in October 2006 set out as its aim 

Ψǘƻ ŜƴŀōƭŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ Ŏreate better places through new 

relationships and better governanceΦΩ 

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

shift of powers to local authorities proposed in the White Paper. 

In Scotland, the Local Government in Scotland Act 2003 introduced changes to the governance of 

Scottish local authorities including the introduction of proportional representation, changes in the 

remuneration of Councillors and imposing new powers and duties on local authorities including a duty 

to secure best value, a requirement to undertake community planning and a power to advance 

community well being. 

In Ireland changes in the governance of City and County Councils and of Urban Councils formed part of 

the Programme for Government  with proposals relating to the direct election of Mayors, adjustment of 

the relationship between elected Member and City and County Managers and the creation of new Town 

Councils for urban areas which had experienced population growth. 

In Wales the Beecham Review found that the reforms of the 1990s had undermined the effectiveness of 

some Councils, which struggled to deliver effective services because of their small size. 
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¢ƘŜ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ǘƘŀǘ ΨƎƻǾŜǊƴŀƴŎŜ ƳŀǘǘŜǊǎΩ and that effective delivery of services and of 

the leadership and place-shaping roles of Councils requires effective governance of Councils. This is a 

matter for Central Government legislation to either require or to permit Councils to introduce enhanced 

governance arrangements. At the moment this is not possible for Northern Ireland Councils acting on 

their own. 

Currently Councils in Northern Ireland operate under the Committee system of governance. The 

committee system has a number of identifiable merits: 

¶ It is inclusive; all political parties and independents of the council are represented on 

committees 

¶ It prevents council decisions being taken by people from one party alone ς although the balance 

of representation on committees tends to reflect the balance of representation in the council as 

a whole 

¶ It prevents individual elected members becoming all powerful and detached from other 

members 

¶ It operates through collective decision-making, so a committee Chair has to persuade the rest of 

the committee to go along with decisions 

¶ Because committees often meet in public, their deliberations are also seen to bring 

transparency to decision-making 

Despite these advantages, the committee system is also commonly associated with a number of 

drawbacks: 

¶ Decision-making by committee is slow 

¶ Because committees have to bring together a significant number of elected members, their 

meeting cycles tend to be long: this can be problematic for issues that arise in the interim that 

need rapid decisions  

¶ If a proposal is presented to a committee and is deferred at an initial meeting, it is then some 

time before it will come up for further decisions to be taken 

¶ Committees can result in lower common denominator decision-making because they are 

inclusive and transparent 

¶ Committees fulfil both the decision-making and the scrutiny function within the council, but 

arguably it is impossible to do both well. 

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.   The system is designed 

to clarify lines of responsibility whilst strengthening accountability.  In Scotland some councils have, for 

example, streamlined their committee structures, by reducing the number of service-specific 

committees, and instead concentrating on broader, more cross-cutting thematic areas. Others have 
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dispensed with committee structures in favour of executive structures, in which responsibility for most 

strategic decisions is delegated to an Executive of between 5 and 13 councillors.  

¢ƘŜ ΨStrong and Prosperous CommunitiesΩ ²ƘƛǘŜ tŀǇŜǊ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜǎ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ 

English local authorities saying, for example that 

Ψ[ŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ŘǊƛǾŜǊ ƻŦ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ƭƻŎŀƭ 

authorities. In future there will be three choices for councils: a directly elected mayor, a 

directly elected executive of councillors, or a leader elected by their fellow-councillors with a 

clear four year mandate. All the executive powers of local authorities will be vested in the 

leader of the council, with a strong role for the council to scrutinise the leader's actions and 

approve the budget and major plansΦΩ 

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 ƎƻǾŜǊƴŀƴŎŜ 

in Northern Ireland and to active participation in that debate. 

4.2 Performance Management 
Performance management is an aspect of governance. The Local Government Assocation (for England), 

for example, sets out one of the criteria of its vision for local government in England in the following 

terms 

ΨǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ŀƴŘ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƭŜ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘic leadership with ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΩ. 

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). The CPA is complemented by a reporting structure through the Audit 

Commission and performance improvement arrangements through organisations such as the 

Improvement and Development Agency (IDeA). The White Paper proposes a simplification of the CPA in 

England, reducing the number of indicators from 1,200 to just 200 of which each local authority will 

select 35 key targets to work towards. Of these key targets a small number will be non-negotiable 

national targets, floor targets will be used where minimum standards set at the national level are not 

being met and the balance of the key targets will be negotiable targets, which are used only where they 

are relevant to local strategies and a small number of local priority targets, which will be used for local 

reporting only and not monitored by central government. 

 



Strong, Effective Local Government in Northern Ireland  

 

 

34 

In Wales, the Welsh Assembly Government has 

¶ developed a Performance Measurement Framework in full collaboration with its local 

government partners, providing a single but flexible means of measuring and comparing 

performance;  

¶ published the first annual all-Wales performance report for local government, allowing people 

to see exactly how local authorities are performing;  

¶ encouraged local authorities to pursue national and local objectives in return for a performance 

incentive grant; and  

¶ supported rapid and successful recoveries in several authorities which were at risk of service or 

corporate failure.  

The Wales Programme for Improvement was introduced by the Welsh Assembly Government in  2002. It 

role is to drive up local government service and corporate standards and to account publicly for them. 

The Welsh Assembly Government claims that the Programme for Improvement allows considerable local 

flexibility in service and corporate planning and reporting, and in doing so minimises burdens on local 

authorities. But it does so within a common framework which emphasises the need to consider 

improvement in the context of longer-term objectives, and the importance of using the work of 

regulators and performance data creatively and effectively to plan, deliver and account for 

improvement.  

Scotland too has a strong local government Improvement Service which is working with the Scottish 

Executive, Audit Scotland, the Confederation of Scottish Local Authorities (COSLA) and SOLACE Scotland 

to introduce a new performance management framework for Scottish Councils. The role of the Local 

Authority Performance Framework Project Board is to 

Ψto develop and oversee the implementation of a new, outcome-focused performance 

framework for local authorities based on the performance requirements of key stakeholdersΩ.  

This work is set in the context of the Transforming Public Services agenda for Scotland described in 

Section 2. It is envisaged that the performance framework will have two main purposes.  The first is at a 

strategic level, reporting on a set of high level national measures which reflect national priorities. These 

measures, together with the reports of scrutiny bodies, will be the principal mechanism by which the 

performance of local authorities and their partners will be assessed by the Scottish Executive.  The 

introduction of the framework will allow for reporting requirements for local authorities to be 

streamlined and for funding streams from the Scottish Executive to be simplified.  

The second purpose is to promote high standards of performance management at local level, reflecting 

the priorities of local authorities and their partners. The framework will scope out a detailed list of 

measures relating to standards across the range of local services. Local authorities and their partners 

will not be expected to collect, monitor or report on all of this information ς primarily they should use 

this information as they consider appropriate to inform the planning, management and governance of 

local services, and their Best Value public performance reporting responsibilities.  This will give local 
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authorities greater responsibility to drive improvements in outcomes in their areas, allowing them to be 

more responsive and accountable to service users and citizens, and providing them with the opportunity 

to focus on specific areas of service delivery which need to be improved.  

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 

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. 

In England there is a variety of strands of discussion about shared services in both central and local 

government. 

¶ At one level there are the actions taken by local authorities themselves or collaboratively to 

reduce costs and/or improve or refocus services for their citizens ς for example a collaboration  

between Cambridge County Council and Northamptonshire County Council in relation to 

corporate services aimed at improving the quality of service while reducing the cost of service 

delivery by 50% 

¶ At the second, higher, level there is the big initiative launched by the Prime Minister for 

Ψ¢ǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩ in 2005, in which one of the strands of work is Transformational 

Local Government. Transformational Government is  a largely technologically driven initiative, or 

at least concerned with realising the gains that technology can offer. 

¶ Finally, and most effectively, the Gershon Review of 2004 which built assumptions about 

efficiency and service improvement into all public expenditure lines. In the case of local 

government in England this represented a 2.5% annual improvement in efficiency. 

The significance of the Gershon Review is not the specific comments that it made about efficiency 

improvements in local government but the incentive and driver that the assumed 2.5% annual efficiency 

improvement in local government operations provides for change. One commentator has said that 

DŜǊǎƘƻƴ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ΨōǳǊƴƛƴƎ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳΩ that is driving local authorities to have to make changes 

because the status quo is being undermined, is an uncomfortable place to be and will not exist in years 

to come. Gershon, therefore represents the stick which is driving change. 

Transformational Local Government is very much concerned with user-centric delivery ς delivery which 

is determined by the needs of the service user, not those of the delivery organisation. It is also 

technology driven but the agenda is wider as the extracts below show. 
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 Ψ¢ŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ ŀƭƻƴŜ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΣ ōǳǘ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳ ǘƻ 

ƳŜŜǘ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎΩ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ƛǘΩ 

Ψ¢Ƙƛǎ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ-enabled transformation will help ensure that citizens feel more engaged with 

ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ƻŦ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩ 

Ψ¢ƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ Ƙŀǎ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ ǘƻ ƎƛǾŜ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎ ŎƘƻƛŎŜΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƛǎŜŘ 

ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƴŜŜŘǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊΩ. 

The centrally driven Transformational Local Government agenda is supported by an impressive 

infrastructure including 9 Regional Centres of Excellence in England and the associated work of the 

Improvement and Development Agency (IDeA). As part of the support system the Department of 

Communities and Local Government, working with the Cabinet Office, has commissioned a range of 

studies and support resources of which the most extensive is the Shared Services Toolkit, which is 

available at http://www.cio.gov.uk/shared_services/tools_and_support/services/toolkit/index.asp .  

A business analysis commissioned by the Department finds that the main potential benefits of shared 

services are 

¶ the potential for cost reduction and efficiency gains, flowing from reduced management 

overheads, commonly procured ICT and other support systems, standardised work processes, 

the avoidance of duplication of activities, and opportunities for estate/accommodation 

rationalisation;  

¶ the potential for improved user-centric services,  

¶ an improved capacity to make best use of scarce professional specialisms, 

¶ increased buyer power, lower costs and capacity to shape patterns of supply and market 

development at a regional and sub-regional level. 

However, the study also showed that at present only 29% of local authorities in England are 

participating in current shared services initiatives and that only 35% are either participating or 

considering such participation. 

In Scotland local government shared services are seen as a key enabler of public sector reform and have 

ōŜŜƴ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ŦƛǾŜ ƪŜȅ ǿƻǊƪǎǘǊŜŀƳǎ ƛƴ {ŎƻǘƭŀƴŘΩǎ 9ŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜΦ ¢ƘŜ 

adoption of Shared Services models is expected to play a significant role in delivering long term financial 

savings and driving up service quality and consistency across Scottish local government.  

In Scotland the National Shared Services Board (NSSB) was created in April 2006 to oversee the use of 

the Efficiency and Reform Fund to support developments in shared services and shared capacity within 

Local Government. The NSSB aims to maximise the realisation of benefits at a national level, with a 

focus on a smaller number of higher impact collaborative projects. This work of this Board is supported 

centrally through programme management, knowledge management and project delivery teams within 

http://www.cio.gov.uk/shared_services/tools_and_support/services/toolkit/index.asp


Strong, Effective Local Government in Northern Ireland  

 

 

37 

the Improvement Service, a national performance improvement agency for local government in 

Scotland, with a wide variety of projects being taken forward by groups of local authorities.   

The NSSB is responsible for commissioning projects that are designed and scaled to deliver benefits to 

the broader local government community. The Improvement Service is responsible for delivery of the 

Ψnational enablersΩ ƛƴ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ƘŀǊŜŘ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ .ƻŀǊŘ ŀƴŘ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊȅ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎΦ 

The national enablers are intended to ensure that best practice ways of working are established by 

pathfinder projects and leading councils and that these standard solutions are then be adopted by all, 

creating a shared common model of working and a series of shared services. The Knowledge Sharing 

programme within the Improvement Service supports this through the creation of a series of knowledge 

resources that look at "what does good look like" and "how to get there" as well as provide a full 

programme of events and individual support to local authorities. 

Since the establishment of the NSSB over 20 proposals have been recommended to ministers. In June 

2007, the Minister approved a number of projects for implementing shared services for Local 

Government within Scotland, releasing a further £3 million from the Efficiency and Reform Fund. In his 

more recent announcement relating to the transfer of local economic development and regeneration 

powers to Scottish local authorities the Minister  went further and said that the remaining central 

agencies involved in local economic development will be required to put in place arrangements to share 

service across a range of areas to achieve greater alignment of economic development activity ς he 

went on to specify that 

Ψ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿƛƭƭ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀǇǇƭȅ ǘƻ ōŀŎƪ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ŦǳƴŎtions like finance, legal and IT. Opportunities will be 

sought to shaǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƳŀƛƴǎǘǊŜŀƳ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ƳŀǊƪŜǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎΦΩ 

In Wales as in Scotland the focus is on reforming public service delivery as a whole, not just local 

government delivery. Following the Beecham Review of local service delivery the Welsh Assembly 

DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƛǎǎǳŜŘ ŀ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ aŀǊŎƘ нллт ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘ ΨA Shared Responsibility ς Local 

DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ /ƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ LƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ tŜƻǇƭŜǎΩ [ƛǾŜǎΩΦ  In a foreword to the Statement the Minister 

comments 

Ψ²Ŝ ƴŜŜŘ ƴƻǿ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ excellent, trusting relationships between organisations 

that serve and engage people in their localities. We are aiming to develop high quality public 

services, provided by organisations free of competition or rivalry, where we are not hung up 

on who delivers services, as long as they make sense and provide satisfaction for the people 

ǊŜŎŜƛǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳΦΩ 

The policy statement sets out an expectation that each local authority should seek to become the key 

organisation that 

ω Ψworks with local people to help them through the complexity of service provision;  

ω represents local people and expresses local needs;  

ω monitors performance in local service delivery; and  
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ω provides the community leadership that helps partner organisations act together in the 

interests of citizens and communitiesΩ.  

It proposes the establishment of Local Service Boards and Local Service Agreements across Wales, with 

local government convening public service organisations on an equal footing to improve local service 

delivery and tackle intractable issues.  

The shared service agenda is not unknown in Northern Ireland councils but it is much less developed 

than in England, Scotland and Wales and ς unlike those jurisdictions ς there has been no explicit 

government policy to drive the shared services agenda and no support organisation or support 

expenditure put in place. 

Existing examples of shared services working in Northern Ireland include 

¶ the waste management strategy, where Councils have formed into 3 geographical groupings 

¶ the employer groups for Building Control and Environmental Health Staff 

¶ Fire and Rescue Services managed by a single authority 

¶ Corporate and specialist support services provided by one Council to others. In the case of 

Belfast City Council the provision of such support services to other Councils and public 

authorities has been extensive and has formed the basis of trading operations which have 

markets beyond Northern Ireland, and 

¶ Organisations such as the Local Government Staff Commission and the Local Government 

Training Group, which have been developed to provide services to Councils in areas of work 

requiring particular expertise. 

In addition to these relatively formal examples of working together to provide shared services, Councils 

in Northern Ireland have extensive experience of working jointly to deliver EU Programmes. For 

example, consortia of local authorities have delivered joint Local Economic Development programmes, 

and extensive rural development and cross border Programmes. Each local authority in Northern Ireland 

is a member of one (or more) of the 5 Local Authority Cross Border Groups which, jointly, delivered EU 

ŀƴŘ aŜƳōŜǊ {ǘŀǘŜ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŜȄŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ϵср Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ LǊŜƭŀƴŘ ς Northern Ireland Interreg IIIA 

Programme 2000 ς 2006 and the 5 Groups are currently compiling ambitious plans, which they will 

administer, for the successor Interreg IVA Programme. 

Northern Ireland, therefore, 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. 

As part of the Review of Public Administration process under Direct Rule Ministers a Sub-group of the 

Local Government Taskforce considered the scope for shared services in Northern Ireland. The Sub-

ƎǊƻǳǇΩǎ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ Ƴƻǎǘƭȅ ǇǊƻŎŜŘǳǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ŜƴǾƛǎŀƎŜ ǘƘŜ ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

change which is being driven by the administrations in England, Scotland and Wales (this issue was not 

included in the Sub-gǊƻǳǇΩǎ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜύΦ LƴǎǘŜŀŘΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅƛƴƎ ŀ ƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ 
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approach to the proposed transferring functions and with identifying a further work programme (which 

has not been carried out). Indeed, the principles which the Sub-group identified (including that the 

decision to share services should be for each Council to make and that there should be scope for 

Councils to detach themselves from shared arrangements) could possibly be seen to  run contrary to the 

transformational approaches being adopted elsewhere. 

There appears to be a some disconnection between the shared services agenda in England, Scotland and 

Wales, on the one hand, and Northern Ireland, on the other. However, it is important to bear in mind 

that 2/3 of local authorities in England are currently neither involved in shared service delivery nor 

considering such arrangements. In addition, it is important to distinguish between the enthusiastic 

advocacy of shared services and the reality ς most of the literature relates to the anticipated gains and 

benefits of particular projects, by contrast very little has been written about the actual gains realised 

and whether they have matched up to expectations. In addition, there is the danger that shared services 

will reduce flexibility and the scope for innovation in service delivery through the standardisation of 

approaches which is at the heart of the current approaches, particularly in England. 

However, despite these caveats whether it is for reasons of transformational government, user-centric 

services, cost efficiency or compliance with government requirements, shared services are not a matter 

of choice for local authorities in Great Britain. The approaches in England, Scotland and Wales differ 

both in detail and in political philosophy, but in each of these jurisdictions a strong shared services 

agenda is a requirement of central government which is reflected in public expenditure realities and in 

each case extensive collaborative support arrangements have been put in place both to drive the shared 

services agenda forward and to disseminate best practice. 

In this context the relatively limited experience of shared services in Northern Ireland, the absence of a 

policy framework and of support arrangements and an associated budget all put the Northern Ireland 

position at a variance with the other jurisdictions. 

A committed approach to shared services in the Northern Ireland context would have the following 

features 

¶ Transactional services would be delivered at the regional level on behalf of all Councils (or 

possibly, say, 2 regional groupings of Councils) through a series of contracts covering issues such 

as HR, financial processing, ITC, asset management, rates collection, and routine service delivery 

and other appropriate front-office services. The services would be delivered at ŀǊƳΩǎ length 

from Councils either by service organisations formed by Councils or by the private sector.  

¶ Each Council would retain its strategic functions, including the monitoring of the delivery of 

service contracts 

¶ In the 5 year run up to the transfer of functions, services would be increasingly delivered at the 

level of the new Council areas through the equivalent of the English Multi-Area Agreements and 

through shared services contracts issued by the existing Councils acting collaboratively 
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¶ Government will put in place an explicit shared services agenda and budget and provide a 

support and dissemination mechanism for shared services work similar to the Regional Centres 

of Excellence in England and the Improvement Service and National Shared Services Board in 

Scotland 

¶ As is the policy in Scotland and Wales and the practice in England, the shared services agenda 

would apply to all services delivered at the locality level. It would be user-focused, not delivery 

organisation focused. For this reason, the shared services agenda would apply just as much to 

central government services as to local government services. 

In all of the discussion of shared services there is a trade-off to be made between compliance with the 

requirement to share services and to make economies and the ambition to transform delivery. 

Transformation takes time, is risky and costly and is demanding of senior management time and 

commitment. Compliance, by contrast, is relatively straightforward. It is important that the 

arrangements made for shared services in local and central government in Northern Ireland facilitate 

the transformation of services to meet the needs of users, as citizens and customers. That will require 

deep-seated organisational change and reform which, if it is to be implemented by 2012, needs to start 

very soon. 

!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 ǘǊŀƴǎŦŜǊ ƻŦ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴǎ ōǳǘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ 

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. 

 


