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1.
Introduction and Key Messages
This paper is based on a talk given at the NESC Conference on The Developmental Welfare State held in the Royal Hospital, Kilmainham, on May 19th 2005. The aim is to contribute to the debate and possible follow-up from the new NESC report on the Developmental Welfare State and, particularly, the issues raised in it regarding the need for a more “joined-up” approach to the delivery of public services.

The key messages of the Paper are:

· the topic of joined-up services as identified in the NESC Report is an important and pressing one deserving of serious policy attention;

· it is likely to become even more important in the future, as the number of issues which can be adequately addressed by individual departments and agencies unilaterally become increasingly rare;

· the issue is a difficult and challenging one, and very often the “devil will be in the detail” in translating general aspirations and principles about more joined-up service delivery into operational practice on the ground;

· there is already a good deal of practical experimentation on joining up in Ireland, and best practice must be looked for not only overseas but also at home, here lessons of many separate experiments need to be collated and utilised;

· progressing a joined-up services agenda requires a clearer focal point and stronger leadership cross-departmentally from the centre;

· whatever we do we must not fall into the trap of doing it separately. Joining-up services must be approached on a joined-up basis.

2.
The DWS and Joined-up Services 

The NESC report on the Developmental Welfare State (referred to as the DWS Report for convenience)
 is a potentially very important document. Firstly, the topics with which it deals, including weaknesses in many aspects of Irish social service delivery, are important ones. The report’s approach to these is innovative and distinctive. Secondly, as a NESC report its contents reflect a degree of consensus among the social partners. In terms of timing, the report comes immediately before preparation of next NESC strategy, which will in turn be a basis for any future Partnership agreement. 

The Report’s title to some extent belies its breadth and potential implications, since it is essentially dealing with the status and improvement of the material welfare in the broadest sense of Irish citizenry, not with any narrower “welfare state” only – although some of its more interesting aspects do relate to the matter.

The heart of the Report is its view that the “welfare state”, i.e. the State’s direct contribution to the welfare of its citizens, involves three key dimensions:

· provision of key services such as education, health, childcare, elderly care, housing, transport and employment services; 

· direct income support including social welfare payments, state pensions, and transfers to the people at work;

· active measures meaning new and innovative measures designed to respond to new problems, e.g. active labour market instruments.

The report argues that, in an international context, it is not possible to classify the Irish approach to these interventions in any obvious typology. Rather, the Irish approach is a hybrid involving a number of models. It is also in many respects relatively ad hoc, and is undergoing constant and multiple changes and adaptations. 

The report also notes that the Irish welfare state has some quite specific features. One is that its reliance on benefits in kind – as distinct from financial transfers – is relatively high, i.e. the percentage of Ireland’s “social protection expenditures” constituted by benefits in kind as distinct transfers is the highest in the OECD. This immediately highlights the fact that the quality of these services is crucial to the quality of social protection as a whole in Ireland. 

The report also highlights the growing complexity of the organisational structures involved. Since 1986, some 66 new institutional arrangements have been put in place in and around social policy across 9 government departments
. This is arguably a conservative assessment: by definition it includes only those created relatively recently; it does not include some systems which do arguably also contribute to social protection as defined by the Report, e.g. the LEADER Programme; the list includes as a single institutional change organisations which are distinct in each area, e.g. Enterprise Boards, Partnership Companies, etc.

Factors such as these and the challenges ahead as analysed in the report lead it to conclude that there is going to have to be major change and development in the way public services are operated, with a move away from some traditional more supply-driven approaches to a more nimble, responsive and customer-focused one.

The DWS Report also emphasises that high levels of economic performance and of social provision must be seen as complementary rather than competing goals, i.e. each is necessary but alone not sufficient for high living standards across society. It argues that at present the Irish system is unbalanced in that the high level of economic performance being achieved is not matched by world- class social provision. The challenge ahead therefore is to have a level of social and other service provision which is of a similar first-world standard comparable to Ireland’s economic performance, and with both mutually reinforcing each other.

Throughout the Report is a recurring theme of more joined-up, integrated and streamlined government public services, which is the particular focus of this paper.

3.
Why are “Joined-up” Services Important?

The DWS Report points to five broad areas where strategic and operational changes are needed moving forward, namely governance and leadership, rights and standards, integration at local level, operational requirements, and supporting people across the life cycle. There is specific reference to joined-up government as part of changes at governance and leadership level. Service integration at local level is a dimension of the issue at the local point of delivery, while supporting people across the life cycle implies a system focused on the needs of people at particular points in their lives and the provision of this in an integrated and a customer rather than deliverer-focused way. 

Throughout the Report there is reference to the increasing need for joining up and linkages reflecting the nature of problems, the multiplicity of organisations dealing with them and the distinct requirements of service users and consumers. The report highlights how many pressing problems today require joined-up solutions and straddle the remits of individual departments and agencies, non-governmental organisations and the private sector.

This author would agree with this but argue even further that:

(a) at the present time it is difficult to find any issue which could be said to rest exclusively within the preserve of a single Department
;

(b) many issues which are currently pressing and problematic ones may well be so because they straddle the responsibilities of different organisations, and because to date these organisations have not come together to deal with them properly. Examples here would include traffic congestion in urban areas which (whatever the other factors involved are) have clearly not been helped by separation of responsibilities across local authorities, Gardaí, Department of Transport, Department of the Environment and other transport bodies, while the problem of homelessness has frequently been contributed to by the lack of a focused approach across housing authorities, social services and others;

(c) as argued by the NSS report itself, problems and issues coming down the track increasingly straddle traditional functional preserves, e.g. lifelong learning, fitness and obesity, antisocial behaviour etc, all exist at the boundaries between organisations and all require multi-agency approaches.

4.
Are We Good or Bad at Joining Up Services?

It is important to recognise that truly joined-up public services are not an easy or simple matter. This is one of the reasons why they need attention. Also, the issue is a challenge everywhere, it is not unique to Ireland. Fundamental features of it are:

· the business of government and public services is diverse and complex, and is increasingly so. The range of services provided by government, for example, probably surpasses those supplied by most private sector service organisations;

· public services are very diverse, and generic treatment of them can miss many of the subtleties. One only has to think of the nature of health services, of education at all levels, and contrast this with policing, with tax collection, and with administration of payments to citizens;

· public sector organisations are generally relatively large ones, and sometimes there is a danger of attributing difficulties to their public sector nature rather than simply to their size. Many other large organisations also have difficulties of joining up their services. Examples include dealing with different sections of a large bank, or issues between the sales and technical divisions of mobile phone or PC companies. 

Whether Ireland is better or worse than other countries is difficult to judge. The NESC report places considerable emphasis on learning lessons from other countries, but it is not very clear whether other countries’ overall ability at joining up government is greater than ours. Certainly, many people’s casual observation of public sector services in other countries would suggest that they can often be less rather than more joined up than Ireland’s. 

Cross-institutional difficulties in Ireland can sometimes be overcome by the intervention of constructive and helpful individual public servants using a degree of informality that is often not evident in other countries. Ultimately, however, whether we are better or worse than other countries is not the issue. The issue is whether we are better or worse than we could be.

On this latter question, it can be fairly safely concluded that Ireland is not as good at joining up public services as it might be. A key underlying factor is the nature of our overall governance and public service structure. As is well known and well articulated, we have a relatively centralised and “vertical” organisational structure with a chain of command from Ministers through their Departments to executive arms (frequently agencies) at national, regional and local level. The consequence is a temptation for these structures to act as “silos” who focus on their own missions and responsibilities rather than looking across at, and co-operating with, each other. While frequently criticised by analysts, this vertical system of course also has advantages. It is a relatively simple and straightforward one, and we tend to have relatively simple and straightforward ministry structures. The relevance here therefore is not to criticise it one way or the other, but to observe that it makes more difficult, and hence increases the need to focus on, the joining up of public services.

Specific dimensions of the joining up services challenge which flow from our governmental structures are:

· there is a strong emphasis both financially and otherwise on vertical accountability and the frequent lack of clarity about, and discomfort with, horizontal arrangements, e.g. the transfer of funds to organisations outside the remit of one’s own department;

· the corporate cultures of many public service organisations are not particularly conducive to cooperative working externally, and indeed often internally, and the extent or otherwise to which it occurs is frequently a matter for individuals. It is probably seldom discouraged, but it can equally be said that there is generally little reward for doing it, and little sanction for not doing it;

· as has been frequently cited elsewhere, local government in Ireland, for a variety of historical reasons, has a relatively narrow remit. We have instead tended to create a variety of separate independent agencies under government departments, many with their own local or regional offices. This gives rise to a greater multiplicity of separate local organisations than might otherwise be necessary, i.e. of organisations carrying out public service functions separately which in many other countries are local government/municipality issues to varying degrees, e.g. primary education, social services, local enterprise development etc;

· related to the above, since the 1950s we have created a great many statutory state agencies which became very powerful vehicles for change and development, in the best sense of the word. Again, a result of this is that these organisations are, and very much perceive themselves as, “independent”. Perhaps this independence is now being interpreted in ways which might not have been originally the intention, including being independent of other organisations and sometimes perhaps even of the policies of their own parent departments.

Linked to these structural and cultural factors are a number of other developments of more recent origin:

· since the early 1990s, and associated with the EU Structural funding, there has been a wide variety of ongoing experiments at more joined-up government in various areas, principally in and around what the NESC Report refers to as “activist measures” i.e. such areas as active labour market instruments, employment services, local development etc. These generally involve a partnership model of separate organisations voluntarily coming together to co-operate. However, they appear to have had two other unintended results: first, what is referred to in the NESC report as “process fatigue” where many of the individual participants are becoming tired of what they perceive as endless meetings with the same colleagues under different guises to no great effect; secondly, many of the organisations which were originally seen as synthetic ones themselves have become in effect new, separate, public or quasi-public bodies now contributing to, rather than helping overcome, absence of joined-up government;

· as new problems emerge – almost inevitably in the middle-ground between existing organisational responsibilities – there is a tendency for the centre to try to “cover this territory”, ignoring the fact that it might equally be someone else’s and without adequate consideration of whether this should be done on a joined-up basis. A current candidate in this regard would be recreation and anti-obesity measures which clearly straddle health, education, sport and recreation, and where a variety of bodies under different departments can already be seen to be becoming active. Similarly, many bodies must deal with “children’s issues”, and it cannot conceivably be the presence of one Department (i.e. Health and Children);

· the need now is to create a culture in which the instinctive reaction to new priorities changes from one of “going in unilaterally” to one of looking around and entering jointly with relevant colleagues. Differing needs and differing target groups are too myriad and too rapidly changing for public service boundaries themselves to keep evolving in response to them. The need is to be able to reach across the boundaries, not to keep adjusting them. 

5.
Irish Solutions for Irish Problems?

Recognition of the need for more joined-up government is of course nothing new. Over the last two decades there have, as referred to above, been many experiments at national, regional and local level to try to address the issue. 

In addition to looking at international experience, as is emphasised in the NESC Report, there should also be an emphasis on learning from our own experiments in this regard. Various examples across a wide range of approaches occur in no particular order of importance:

· the creation of the position of Ministers of State with responsibilities across more than one Department;
· the amalgamation of previously separate organisations into one, e.g. creation of Enterprise Ireland out of the previous IDA, EOLAS and ABT;

· “special initiatives” process under Sustaining Progress;

· the creation of statutory organisations with a formal responsibility to co-ordinate others, examples being the Central Fisheries Board (meant to co-ordinate the Regional Fisheries Boards) and Forfás (meant to co-ordinate the industrial development agencies IDA Ireland, Enterprise Ireland, Shannon Development, FÁS and SFI);

· the Clar and Rapid Programmes which have involved the provision of additional funding, without new structures, to the programmes and activities of other departments;

· the classic “inter-departmental committee” which has become more and more frequently used in recent years, as either a permanent or temporary body;

· creation of one-off task forces either across Departments or otherwise;

· creation of new single-area or single-function areas and subsuming into them previously separate powers e.g. Custom House Docks Development Authority.

At local level, experiments have included:

· creation of the County Enterprise Boards with the role of formulating local economic development strategies (their original role is now sometimes frequently forgotten); 
· creation of the local Partnership companies with representatives from the service providers in the area with a view to focusing resources on the socially-excluded, and using a local development model;

· more recently the creation of the County Development Boards, designed to create more joined-up government through the preparation and implementation of an agreed economic, social and cultural strategy for their city or county.

Outside of organisational structures, other operational models are also to be seen:

· historically in medicine and social services has been the case work approach where the different service providers form a common view and care plan regarding individual or clients – a model that perhaps has much to commend itself now in social inclusion as the absolute numbers involved become more amenable to this as opposed to a more traditional programmatic, area-based or community approaches;

· the advocacy model being developed in particular by Comhairle where individuals in need of services are given an advocate whose role is to champion their requirements and help to link them with various separate service providers;

· as referred to above, the transfer of resources from one organisation to another, e.g. the Arts Council and Heritage Council have traditionally co-financed arts and heritage officers respectively in many local authorities; 
· the Donegal Integrated Service Project which involves an ambitious plan, including the use of shared outreach offices, to bring together a variety of public services delivered locally in the county, and including the use of common definitions, templates and approaches to key target groups;

· preparation of common plans either on an individual or common basis. The most traditional one here is the physical Development Plans of counties which are intended to bring some spatial cohesion into what is done locally, the CDB Strategies more recently, and of course the National Spatial Strategy is intended to do this at national level.

A major conclusion emerging here is that there is a wide variety of models and experiments already under way in Ireland which must not be ignored. Secondly there is perhaps among policymakers an over-emphasis on structural solutions rather than on more operational models. A third conclusion is that there is an absence of learning from, and even of knowledge about, what is happening across organisations and around the country in terms of what works and doesn’t work, in what circumstances this is true, and how applicable certain models would be in other areas.

6.
Ten Steps Towards Joined Up Services

This Section sets out some practical steps that could be taken to progress the joined-up government agenda. These are numbered sequentially, but the order does not have a particular significance.

Action 1:
A JUS Programme: to establish a new high-level programme/activity for a fixed time period (e.g. three years) designed to kick-start and give impetus to “joined-up” thinking and action at all levels in the public sector. This might be known as the “Joined Up Services” (JUS) Programme;

Action 2:
Leadership and oversight: identify central day-to-day leadership responsibility. One option would be to utilise the emerging Cabinet Sub-Committee structure, with a dedicated JUS Sub-Committee to provide oversight and leadership. Another element might be a committee of Assistant Secretaries, one from all departments and co-chaired by the Departments of Taoiseach and Finance, to develop, lead and direct the national JUS Programme. Each Assistant Secretary could also be given corporate responsibility for the agenda within their own department (and might be eased of some current duties to allow for this);

Action 3:
Key Priorities: identify some key priorities. This reflects the fact that the agenda is potentially large, but that progressing it would benefit from some results in key areas of public and political importance. Candidates might be chosen on a target group basis, e.g. early and primary education in disadvantaged areas, juvenile crime, elderly people living alone, etc. or by targeting some of the known problematic interfaces, e.g. between health and local authorities with regard to homeless persons around traffic planning in Dublin, or between education and training regarding life-long learning;

Action 4:
Relationship to Reward: examine areas of positive rewarding. Examples would include:

· the PMDS to incorporate joined-up working as a target;

· examine job descriptions and include cross-organisational working in the job description of all public servants (unconditionally and not linked to benchmarking or pay agreements)’

Action 5:
Financial Management and Governance: a very important area is public sector financial management and its reform. The needs of accountability are perennially cited as a major obstacle to joint working, i.e. someone must “carry the can” financially. The extent to which this is as big an obstacle as is perceived should be examined, as should areas such as shared budgets;
Action 6:
Obstacles: examination of other real or perceived administrative obstacles:

· examine work practices and identify whether there are any intended or unintended obstacles to inter-organisational co-operation;

· examine the issues around the independence of statutory agencies as to whether this is in some way unintentionally hindering their participation in joined-up working;

Action 7:
Learning from Experience: an inventory of learning from existing experience. 


This might involve:

· a typology and synthesis of the operational models currently in use and identification of the levels of success with them;

· development of learning systems, including conferences, workshops, website etc;

· the preparation of protocols in and around respective responsibilities, transfer of responsibility for clients, etc;

Action 8:
Guidance: preparation of some practical manuals/guidelines. The aim here will be to avoid reinvention of the wheel by setting out some practical “how to” guidelines for interested public servants as to how various things might be addressed based on existing experience of existing practice, i.e. many public servants may simply not know some of the things that can and are being done elsewhere;

Action 9:
Training: examine public service training, and possibly incorporate JUS components on courses. This could involve major providers such as CMOD, IPA and the trade unions;

Action 10:
Local Government: cross-departmental consideration of local government responsibilities and interface with the “centre, to see if there is potential to expand their role as local agents of departments other than DoEHLG, and to examine local authority financing and its role in the central/local relationship.















� National Economic and Social Council, The Developmental Welfare State, Report No. 113, May 2005.
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� e.g. someone might point to defence as an area which is relatively isolated from others. However, on reflection this is of course not so. For example, Ireland’s relationship with any emerging EU defence arrangements is clearly a matter of foreign policy (a Foreign Affairs matter) as well as of defence, and furthermore has links with issues such as EU R+D expenditure (R+D encompasses both education and enterprise). Also, export controls on military and dual-use equipment is implemented by the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment.
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