September 2005

A submission from the Evangelical Alliance to the 

‘Further Consultation on the Review of Public Administration in Northern Ireland’

1.
Introduction
The Evangelical Alliance, which was founded in 1846, is the umbrella body which brings together Britain’s one million plus Evangelicals. Included in Alliance membership across the UK are over 700 organisations and over 3000 churches. The office in Northern Ireland was established in 1987 and presently has three full-time members of staff and others who volunteer. Evangelical Alliance exists to promote unity and truth among these churches, individuals and evangelical organisations, and to promote their concerns to the wider world of the Church, State and Society. 

This Review of Public Administration presents a once in a generation opportunity to contribute to the transformation of the public sector in Northern Ireland. We are grateful for the opportunity to do so and appreciate the time taken by Dr Tom Frawley to come and address church leaders at the end of June. While the turn out was perhaps lower than expected the sense of urgency and scale of the project was appreciated by all those who attended. 
2. 
General Comments

Given the devolved structures of Northern Ireland (albeit that they are now in negotiation and suspension) it follows that as more power is devolved regionally it is appropriate to devolve power to a more local level. We also recognise that the current council structure is not best placed to facilitate such a move. With an emphasis on greater responsibility we would request that appropriate structures including support and training be put in place to ensure that this greater responsibility is used responsibly. 

However, we recognise that the Review of Public Administration is much bigger than the re-organisation of local government and although perhaps most emotive it is regrettable that media attention has focused primarily on this particular area. The administration of healthcare and education form the backbone of service provision across Northern Ireland and it is imperative that these areas are also given adequate attention. 
We would ask that the value structure embedded in the Review reflects that which is best for society as a whole. We recognise that the Review is not resource neutral and that, although in the long-term will produce savings, a certain amount of investment is required to make the necessary changes. We acknowledge that within the context of good stewardship it is necessary to utilise scarce resources wisely. However this should not be at the expense of the maintenance of local communities, especially in rural and border areas. 
There is a fear that the outcome of the RPA will enhance centralisation in and around the Belfast area and more services and jobs will be transferred from outlying areas. However, the RPA, including the research and consultation leading up to this point, provides a unique opportunity to think creatively about sustaining vibrant local communities within the context of our regional and local government structures. 
Although outside the remit of the Review we would encourage that savings achieved through reducing the burden of Public Administration within Northern Ireland are reinvested to improve the transport infrastructure and other networks. This would go some way to ease the burden of those who may feel isolated by providing them with quicker access to services and facilities.
Statistics indicate that 32% of the adult workforce are employed in some sort of Public Service and that 60% of GDP is derived from Public Service. Improvements in transport infrastructure and other networks would also go some way to encourage much needed private investment, providing alternative sources of employment and revenue generation.

Before moving on to tackle the specific questions arising in this consultation we would like to acknowledge the mammoth nature of the Review of Public Administration and the work that has been undertaken by civil servants and policy makers to date. 
3.
Chapter 4 – Local Government

i) 
Evangelical Alliance has no specific views on the transfer to local government of responsibility for local roads and libraries. However, should these functions be transferred to local councils it would be necessary to establish a mechanism for regional co-ordination across Northern Ireland. 
ii)
While Evangelical Alliance has no vested interest in the number and size of local councils we welcome the opportunity to offer an opinion on this matter. There has been much media coverage regarding the number and size of councils to be established as part of the Review. Similarly politicians have also focused heavily on this aspect of the proposed changes, understandably as this area will have the greatest impact on them. The ultimate configuration should be determined by the final extent of the responsibilities to be devolved to local government – form ought to follow function. 

In terms of the final outcome we would argue that decisions should not be made on the basis of political expediency but rather on the best outcomes for the people of Northern Ireland. While the need for efficiency should not outweigh local factors, the desire to preserve local identity should not overshadow wise stewardship of scarce resources. Similarly, the perception of an east/west divide and the polarisation of already disadvantaged communities should be taken seriously. 

We welcome the proposal for the introduction of civic councils and consider this to be a positive move, allowing for local representation and broader participation. We consider it essential that local churches, and other faith communities, be given representation on these civic councils if they are introduced. 

iii)
Any statutory safeguards should ensure that all communities in Northern Ireland have fair representation in their new local government structures. This would be even more imperative if the seven council model is introduced to ensure adequate representation of the whole community. 
Divisions along sectarian lines continue to permeate our society and there is no guarantee that this would not be replicated within council chambers. However if more responsibility is devolved to local councils there should not be an opportunity for any political party to paralyse the process of good local governance. Within the ‘Shared Future’ document – the policy and strategic framework for good relations in Northern Ireland – there is a suggestion that Councils will be penalised should they fail to undertake satisfactory planning processes or if they fail to make adequate progress towards agreed targets and outcomes. A similar system of penalties and incentives could be devised to ensure adherence. 
We agree that greater responsibility for councillors should attract greater remuneration and enhanced conditions of service. This should also assist in attracting high calibre people to undertake the new roles.
Stronger local government combined with a return of the Assembly should mean that serious consideration be given to a clearer separation between strategic policy making and service delivery. The recent decision regarding the situation of the new John Lewis store is an ideal case. What would have happened if, in a functioning Assembly the Minister for Economic Development who is also a local councillor, made a decision that was not perceived to be in the best interests of his local council constituents? 

4.
Chapter 5 – Health & Social Services

The current state of the Health Service has come under much scrutiny over recent months. In light of this we would wish to commend the vast army of workers providing health services to the local community, often in under resourced circumstances. Similarly many who work in the health service today served in the darkest days of the conflict and that should not be overlooked. However, we are pleased to see the Minister for Health, Shaun Woodward, making visible commitments to reduce waiting lists and promote efficiency within the NHS in Northern Ireland. 
The consultation document suggests that the final configuration of local government will have the biggest impact on Health Service provision.  

The main concern with the proposed changes is that more services in rural and border areas will be lost especially in terms of provision of acute services and therefore feel vulnerable.  Savings that are made under the new arrangements should be redistributed to allow for better infrastructure between acute and local hospitals to facilitate easier access. 
i)
The introduction of HPSS Agencies will be determined by the configuration of local councils. The Agencies should also have strong links to the new Councils to ensure continuity in planning processes. The emphasis of the new HPSS Agencies should be on maximising resources for service provision and management positions should be kept to a minimum. Consideration should also be given to the coterminosity of sub-sets within the Health Service, for example the provision of psychiatric or psychological services. 
ii)
Proposals to reduce the existing six Regional Service Bodies and to replace the four Health & Social Services Councils with one regional body should release scarce resources which can be ploughed back in to service provision.  
iii)
Within the realm of Health & Social Care an incredible amount of work is undertaken by volunteers, through luncheon clubs, senior citizens groups and support groups to name but a few. This voluntary activity should not be undermined within the new arrangements but should be affirmed and acknowledged. 


5.
Chapter 6 – Education/Youth Services

Evangelical Alliance commends the youth work carried out by many churches and faith based organisations in our local communities, much of which is carried out on a voluntary basis. We would also like to acknowledge the work of all those in the education, including teachers and support staff. 
With declining pupil numbers, changes arising from the Costello report and the substantial budget cuts within the Education and Library Boards it appears that our local education system is in a state of turmoil. This is not conducive to a holistic and adequate education for the thousands of children and young people in Northern Ireland. 
While we acknowledge that in an era of declining pupil numbers hard decisions must be made regarding wise stewardship of scarce resources, we would ask that decisions are not made in the interests of political expediency and that economic considerations are weighed equally against the needs of children and young people. 

i)
Again the issue of local identity is a concern for those who view the establishment of a single education services body as an opportunity to centralise functions in Belfast.  Resources released through the amalgamation of functions should be redistributed to enhance education services across Northern Ireland. 
ii)
Representation on the Board should include significant representation from outside of the Greater Belfast area. We would also ask that there continue to be representation from churches and faith-based organisations on the Board. Reassurances should be given to those outside Belfast that local needs will continue to be met and that small rural schools and youth facilities are not disadvantaged. 
iii)
Much of the work undertaken in youth services is educational, albeit in an informal way, benefiting across the sector. Our preference would be to place provision for youth services within the single education body rather than a variety of councils. This would help maintain consistency of approach in relation to youth services across Northern Ireland.

6.
Chapter 7 – Public Bodies

i)
Evangelical Alliance recognises the necessity of public bodies to act on behalf of government, or to be a semi-independent arm of government. However we would commend an approach where the number of bodies be reduced and their accountability improved. 

ii)
We have no specific views on the individual bodies listed.

iii)
Nominating councillors to the Boards of public bodies would be consistent with the principle of giving more responsibility to local councils. However, all nominated councillors should be subject to the normal appointment process. Measures should be put in place to ensure representation from all communities in Northern Ireland. 
iv) 
We agree that the use of Executive Agencies should be a matter for individual Ministers. 

7.
Chapter 8 – Managing the Change

The implications of the Review for public sector workers across Northern Ireland are immense. The needs of those in local communities who perceive that they will be disadvantaged by the changes must also be taken in to consideration. The Review of Public Administration offers the prospect of making real investment in the people of Northern Ireland as well as a once in a generation opportunity to reform the public sector. 
i)
Communication. Despite much public consultation there are many within the general public in Northern Ireland who remain unaware of the proposed changes and their implications. A robust, factual programme of communication is required across Northern Ireland, particularly in those areas where local residents may consider that they will be disadvantaged by the outcome of the Review. Similarly, those working within the sectors to be affected by these changes should be kept fully informed at all times.

ii)
Developing leadership & building capacity.  Greater responsibility within local councils will require strong leadership from local councillors. This does not only involve developing the skills base of those who are currently serving on local councils but also those who have the potential to serve in the future. 

It is acknowledged that in some areas, particularly loyalist working class areas, there is a lack of strong leadership and community capacity. Work is required within these areas and other communities to identify the leaders of tomorrow, who may not already be involved in political activity, but have the potential to make a positive contribution to society around them. 

Furthermore, work will be required within local council structures to ensure that support staff have the right skill base necessary to deal with the many changes which will come into force.
8.
Implementation and Timetable Efficiency

Changes such as those proposed by the Review team do not happen overnight. However we acknowledge that political events have prevented the Review team from moving as forward as quickly as perhaps they would have liked. 
Once the consultation is completed should move as quickly to make final decisions which should be implemented as soon as is practicably possible. Lead time to implementation should be accompanied by media campaign to ensure that all are aware of the changes and how they might be affected by them. 
