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Just 25 years ago, the 
first grapefruit-size Sputnik 
circl~d the eartli; today a 

• huge U.S. Space Shuttle. 
blasts into orbit and back. 

In 1957, the Institute 
of Public Administration 
was a new and hopeful 
organisation. Today it has 
a quarter of a century of 
solid achievement 
behind it. 

25 years a!;lo, the ESB 
was Just startmg a 
pro!;lramme of new power 
stations using the low
priced wonder fuel-oil. 
Rural electrification 

was in full swing. Twepty 
five years-and two ene(gy 

crises-later, the ESB 
is busy reducing our oil 

dependence through native 
resources, coal and gas. 
The number of electricity 

users has almost doubled, 
and electricity consumption 

has increased sixfold. 
Ireland changes; the world 

energy scene changes. 

iln1.e~t~·7~':~ 

The ESB is planning 
today the power stations 

and networks that will 
give' Ireland an efficient, 
economic power supply 

in the 21 st century. 

Bard Soklthair on Leictreochois 

Power for Ire/and's future. 
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articles describing the Irish experience 

of government since 1957. It was 
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Preface 

FRANK LITTON 

.. 
The Irish economy is in recession. Unemployment is rising and the 
social problems which follow from economic stagnation are growing. 
Despondency seems to be on the increase, as though the intractability 
of our problems had at last sapped our will to solve them. It is difficult 
to avoid recalling the grim fifties. the last severe economic depression. 
Of course, the memory should be encouraging. We survived the fifties 
to enjoy the boom of the sixties. What was accomplished once can 
presumably be accomplished again. External circumstances undoub
tedly played an important part in our recovery then; equally condi
tions in the world economy set limits to the chances of success to-day. 
But the important lesson of the fifties is not about our dependence on 
the world economy. Things improved then because the administrative 
and political leadership searched out' and responded to the oppor
tunities which the improving world conditions brought. This respon
siveness reflected not only a will to win: joined with it was a clear 
perception of reality and an understanding of the means required to 

transform it. 
Our society, its culture, politics and economy, has changed in many 

ways over the last twenty-five years. The reality confronting to-day's 
politicians and administrators is very different from that which their 
predecessors took on in the late fifties. . ' . 

The years since 1957 have seen a considerable increase in the 
resources devoted to understanding the dynamics of our society, The 
universities have played their role. Substantial contributions have b~en 
made by new organisations like the Economic and Socia) Research 
Institute, An Foras Tal~ntais, An Foras Forbartha, the National \ . 
Economic and Social Council, the Irish Management Institute and the 
Institute of Public Administration. These organisations which had their 
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origin in the fifties and early sixties are state-sponsored or aided. Their 
existence is a recognition of the f1Ct that national development 
reguires continued efforts to develop and apply understandings in 
strategic areas. The Institute of Public Administration is typical. The 

, public sector has a significant role in our society. Its effectiveness in 
. -executing this role is conditioned in large measure by the competence 

and dedicatioll of the people who staff and control its various organisa
tions. The Institute. founded twenry-five years ago this year by public 
servants themselves, has sougbt to increase and communicate under
standings of public administration and of the skills which make it 
work. In th·e. last twenty-five years the Institute has developed an 
organisation with over 120 employees busy in training. education. 
publishing and research. 

To mark the Silver Jubilee. the Institutes quarterly journal 
Administration commissioned the articles published here. Our purpose 
was to draw on the knowledge which has been accumulating of our 
society to present a picture of how Ireland has changed in the last 
twenty five years. We believe that understanding our present circums
tances and the role of the public sector in shaping them is crucial to 
any sustained effort to overcome our difficulties. It is especially 
important that students of public administration and related subjects 
should have a stimulating account of contemporary history. So we 
asked experts in particular areas for an account of how they saw 
developments. Their articles add up to a sobering picture of problems 
and delineate the challenges for politicians and administrators. 
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Society and Culture 

JOSEPH LEE 

• 
If Lonergan's definition of culture as 'the set of meanings and values 
that informs a way of life' be adopted, then T. K. Whitaker's Economic 
D<vdopmellt must loom as a landmark in the mid-twentieth century 
cultural landscape. Ireland had not enjoyed the instructive experience 
of wartime occupation. There was little post-war feeling of a new er~ 
inspired by the spirit of the Resistance. It took the frightening 
emigration figures of the 1950s to generate an Irish substitute for the 
shame of Sedan. Responses varied. There were those like Whitaker 
whose sense of honour, outraged at the humiliation, drove them to 
embrace an Irish version of the Resistance mentality. Whitaker 
belonged to a Department of Finance long suspicious of what it 
deemed the reckless initiatives emanating from the Industry and 
Commerce of Sean Lemass. In 1957, in the major revolution in Irish 
ailministrative history, Whitaker adopted something of the Lemass 
approach. Though no instinctive gambler, Whitaker found himself 
cast in the role of the conservative revolutionary from above, launched 
on a struggle to restore the vanishing self-respect of his country. 

The economic growth of the 1960s, bringing a dramatic decline in 
emigration and a corresponding rise in national morale, silenced the 
sceptics, at least temporarily. But there remained many ~ho had been 
qnietly accommodating their interests to the stagnation af .the 1950s. 
They were the collaborators in the wasting away of Irish society. The 
collaborationist mind with which the Resistance mentality "h",d to 
wrestle, considered emigration' a useful safety valve', on the grounds 
that 'when all that can be done has been done to absorb the supply df. 
labour locally, it is better to allow the unemployed surplus to move to . 
areas of rising demand than to condemn it to chronic unemployment'. 
By definition, 'all that can be done' had, of course, always been done. 
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Emigration was due to the unreasonable expectations of the natives. 'If 
Irish people could be induced to refrain from measuring economic 
progress by British standards, they might take a much more cheerful 
view of their condition'. Once they abandoned presumptuous Anglo-

' .. American criteria, 'they might he content to pursue their own way of 
life that would conform closer to the patterns and the standards of 
other European countries. 1 

The maturity of a culture, no less than of an individual, is reflected 
in the urge to search for, and the capacity to confront, the truth about 
itself. Behil\d its sober prose, Economic Development extended an 
invitation to Irish society to embark on a search for self-knowledge, 
and not to flinch from the findings. There was much territory to be 
explored. A 'Hidden Ireland' - hidden by the Irish from themselves -
awaited investigation. 'We are only beginning to produce good native 
studies of our formal decisionmaking institutions like the Oireachtas, 
and of the state sponsored bodies ... we have not a single study of the 
informal decision making bodies, like pressure groups, and virtually 
nOne of the community 'elites', a vital subject in the analysis of power. 
We have no large scale study of class structure in Ireland ... we have 
not as yet any professional study of the Catholic Church in Ireland as a 
social and political influence ... ' wrote David Thornley in 1957.2 The 
list might have been expanded almost indefinitely. There was scarcely 
a solitary standard general work on subjects or topics like 
anthropology, constitutional law, contemporary history, economics, 
education, management, politics, public administration, social policy, 
social psychology, sociology, trade unionism. The standard works had 
yet to appear. Many still remain to be written. Nevertheless, 
intellectual activity in most of these areas has increased significantly. 
Ritualistic invocation of emotively elastic terms like 'spiritual', 
'tradition', 'family', 'materialism', have now begun to be subjected to 
scholarly scrutiny, as research probes, however hesitantly, the realities 
shroftded in the comfortable drapery of ignorance or hypocrisy. 

That it is now difficult to recapture the bleakness of the intellectual 
terrain of twenty five years ago itself testifies to the change that has 
occurred. Pronusing inter-war initiatives, usually by foreigners, like 
Kohn on constitutional law, Moss on political parties, Arensberg and 
Kimball On social anthropology, remained isolated, sad reminders of 
the harvest the natives failed to reap. There were some hopeful, if still 
sporadic, signs of the coming Spring. Christus Rex began in 1947, The 
Furrow in 1950, Administration in 1953, Irish Banking Review in 1957. 
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No Irish weekly has reached the level of sustained intellectual power 
to be found in the Leader in the early 1950s under the editorship of 
Desmond Williams. But there was still in 1957 no ESRI, with its 
impressive publication list, no NIEC or NESC, no Foras Forbartha, no 
NBST. There was no Cralle Bag, no Irish Economic ond Soc;"l History, no 
Irish Educational Studies, no Irish Journal oj Education, no Irish Jurist, no 
Scnobh, no Studio Hibemica, to name only a few of the more stimulating 
subsequent arrivals. 

Though the world of scholarly publication has been transformed 
since 1957, fundamental gaps remain, above all at the level of general 
comprehension. Of the relevant intellectual disciplines, as 
conventionally organised, it is history, anthropology and sociology that 
most aspire to a holistic perspective, however much individual 
practitioners may remain content to burrow in their own holes. 
Unfortunately, if understandably, the most institutionally advanced 
discipline, history, tended to shirk the challenge of the contemporary 
until the 1970s. The flight of the historians imposed a burden on 
sociology and anthropology which they were institutionally too under
developed to bear. Indeed fifty years after Arensberg and Kimball 
began their researches in Clare, there is still no chair of anthropology 
in a southern Irish university. Subsequent sectoral advances, 
particularly in economics and more recently in politics, have not yet 
been fully incorporated into total perspectives. 

Sustained scholarly activity in the social sciences in the 1950s would 
have found itself quickly frustrated by glaring gaps in the official 
supply of information, itself a revealing index of the complacency of 
the collaborationist mentality. Nevertheless, it would be unhistorical 
to indict civil servants exclusively for this. When scholars subjected so 
little of the available information to systematic analysis, they could 
hardly complain about shortage of information. The supply, however 
many specific gaps continue to be identified as research frontiers 
pushed forward, has increased rapidly in the past twenty five years. 
Unfortunately, the civil service has managed to provoRe. widespread 
suspicion that it fails to disseminate information that may provoke 
expert criticism of its policies.3 Tussing's sources generously attributed 
the shortage of useful information on the Irish educational sys!e~ to 
conspiracy rather than incompetence. 'We have been told, again a"d 
again, by people within the educational system, and even by people'·. 
within the civil service, that the State will resist publication of the. 
kinds of information called for here, not because of any administrative '. 
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costs or difficulties, but because they fear that public knowledge will 
limit their own freedom of action'.4 That would be a reassuring 
tribute to the intelligence, if not necessarily the benevolence, of the 

~ state. More disturbing reservations arise where crucial information is 
'" not even collected, as appears lObe the case in the field of social policy 

'where the lack of adequate information 'about the distribution of 
income and wealth ... prevents any evaluation of trends in inequality 
and therefore any overall assessment of the impact of social policy'. 6 

In its' great years, Finance actually felt sufficiently self-confident to 
invite a sc"\,lar to examine its archives and write a detailed history 
down to the 'f.irly recent past.6 Other departments, most unhappily 
Foreign Mfairs which has done so much to achieve a respected voice 
for Ireland internationally, have shown an unfortwlare reluctance to 
open their archives in the manner now accepted as nonnal in western 
cultures.7 The very publication of Economic Develop""nt indicated a 
reappraisal of the role of the civil servant. That an official should put 
his name to a virtual manifesto dismayed those whose power lay partly 
in their ability to stifle dissent behind the amiable facade of 
'ministerial responsibility'. By venturing to publish, Whitaker showed 
he had come to accept the view of Patrick Lynch that public 
confidence in the quality of the official mind waS itself an important 
prerequisite for national progress.8 That this attitude has failed to 
permeate the civil service may contribute to what seems to be a 
growing lack of public confidence in the calibre of the official mind. 

The civil service attitude, however, merely reflects instincts 
common to the wider culture. 'We markedly lag behind other 
industrial countries', for instance. 'in disclosure of information on 
company profitability'.9 A leading liquidator, echoing the words of a 
bishop,10 asks 'Why are people so chary of the workers and investors 
knowing the financial facts?'. He suggests a cultural rather than a 
technical explanation: 'There is involved here a whole morass of status 
seeldng and pursuit of self-interest'." The peasant residue in the Irish 
psyche confuses the distinction between necessary confidentiality and 
furtive concealment. This confusion is reinforced by suspicions 
grounded in the face to face nature of society and the petty scale of 
activity. 

Lack of adequate evidence often makes it difficult to advance 
confident generalisations about cultural trends over the past twenty 
five years. The impact of television, especially since 1962, is a 
perennially controversial subject, and 'if the sociologists had been on 
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the ball, a survey of attitudes and behaviour then would have provided 
us with valuable information against which a comparison could be 
made now ... ' 12 as 'Colm 0 Briain observed. But they were not, 
partly because there were so few sociologists, partly perhaps because 
the urge for self-knowledge was still underdeveloped. Claims to the 
effect that 'our latter day affluent society' is 'incomparably richer, also 
incomparably more selfish and greedy' than the Ireland of forty years 
ago,l. or that' economics has quietly but inevitably replaced religion 
as the dominant value in Irish society', 14 however plausible on 
impressionistic evidence, must remain unproven. So must the 
hypothesis that circumstances have changed much more .than 
attitudes. 15 

Comparative perspective is required to make the most effective use 
of the growing corpus of information. In 1957 comparative 
perspective meant comparison with Britain. The ignorance of 
continental languages produced by the school syllabus made systematic 
comparison with continental countries virtually impossible and left 
Ireland, in many respects, a European country only in a geographical 
sense. Exposure to the EEC and the OECD came as a culture shock to 
Irish officials and directly stimulated the seminal enquiry, In vestment in 
Education. 16 But the later cultural impact of the EEC has been muted. 
The prediction that 'within the EEC: we shall contmue to h.ve a 
derived or provincial British culture with a diminishing Roman 
Catholic tinge and diminishing relics' of a Gaelic past' 17 has proved 
broadly correct. The Brussels c~nnection has been largely 
domesticated to reinforce the powerful sponger syndrome in the Irish 
value system while leisure patterns have become, if anything, even 
more responsive to Anglo-Saxon influence in the age of television. 
However stimulating the potential western European cultural impact 
in the broader or narrower sense of Ireland, the harnessing of that 
potential demanded political vision and leadership on a grand scale. If 
there was a historic opportunity it was scarcely perceiv~d, much less 
seized. - '. 

Ireland entered a period of rapid economic change. with 'little grasp 
of the criteria by which it might assess and guide its own perfo=ce. 
This poverry of perspective was peculiarly unfortunate at a time ~"en 
the cult of technological determinism became increasingly- fashion.blo. 
The technology lobby succeeded in blurring central issues about the' 
nature of future society by skilful propaganda which convinced 
credulous observers that technology was not only an indispensable tool · 
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for enhancing the potential national welfare, but that it held the secret 
of all socia-economic progress, that there was a crock of gold buried at 
the end of the technological rainbow, and that if one looked after the 
technology the society would look after itself. There seems to be a 

'" danger that even the Department of Education may be succumbing to 
. the cult. The chapter on third level education in the latest White Paper 
fails to contain a solitary mention of the significance of the quality of 
social-thought, or indeed of any thought, for the well-being of society. 
Yet the Department of Education has deserved well of public opinion 
in the past ~o decades. It has suffered much abuse, often selfish, often 
ignorant, in' .. period when it has itself changed from a centre of 
stagnation to a centre of activity. Nor has there been much sustained 
outside reflection on higher education on which it could draw. 
Nevertheless, the Department may be in danger of slithering from one 
set of axioms concerning the naUJre of higher education to another set 
of directly contrary axioms, without offering a sustained defence of 
either set. 

The cult of technology hag discouraged serious thought about its 
own social consequences. The. technologists were. qua technologists. 
unqualified to provide that thought, lacking ttaining in the relevant 
areas of social and political analysis. The 'something for nothing' 
syndrome attached to the cult appealed to the instincts of some of the 
conswners. It served as an alternative to serious social analysis. 
offering yet another alibi to avoid grappling with enduring problems 
of social structure, social justice, and public morality. 

If 'the truelocus of the problem' in post-industrial society 'is not in 
the technology fer se but in the social system in which that technology 
is embedded',' more Irish thought has to be devoted to that problem. 
If Patrick Lynch's fundamental contribution, 'Whither science 
policy?"9 does not appear to have yet exerted the full influence it 
deserves, at least the inttoduction of technology assessment under the 
aegf!. of the National Board for Science and Technology (NBST)2D 
suggests an encouraging, though belated, recognition of the problem. 
The success of this programme may determine whether the NBST will 
playa centtal role as the umbrella organisation for reconciling 'the two 

cultures'. The first futurist enquiry conducted under the auspices of An 
Foras Forbartha and the NBST concluded that 'as Irish society will 
become more pluralistic, heterogenous and socially fragmented than in 
the past, the major problems will hinge on political and social issues 
rather than on the technological concerns themselves'.2' The contents, 
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however, generally revealed the distance still to be travelled ill 
teclmology assessment. As a perceptive reviewer commented. the 
enquiry conveyed the impression that' technology ordains that a happy 
future is our destiny ... but 'social facoors' could cheat us of this 
happiness ... the prevailing belief appeared to be that individuals 
were not up to the technology which would guide their affairs; 
recalcitrant civil servants blocked the reforms required if the public 
sector is to effectively plan us; selfish workers demand ruinously high 
wages and distort the labour market; people everywhere are 
individualistic, given to sectional interests and altogether 
unplannable'.22 Tbis attitude was eloquently expressed in .. the 
observation that 'people often go berserk for no good reason at all'.23 
'No good reason at all' simply means, of course, a reason that cannot 
be comprehended within the thought processes of technological 
detenninism! 

Research might appear to be urgently required into those alien 
creatures, 'people'. The futurist enquiries have refrained from this 
suggestion, unlike the major OECD investigation which, identifying 
the main 'trouble spots' as 'values and the organisation of society', 
logically concluded that 'thorough and comparative studies on the 
evolution of values in the advanced industrial societies'24 was likely 10 

prove a rewarding investment, even by the most mercenary criteria. 
Values deeply influence that key variable in any society, the 

relationship between individuals and i~stitutions. It is encouraging that 
so much analytical work has been devoted to the study of institutions in 
the past fifteen years, at least in connection with the public sector, 
especially through the stimulus of the Devlin Report and the work of 
the Public Service Advisory Council. But it is apparent too that the 
forces of inertia remain powerfully entrenched. If a small open society 
must largely live on its wits, if its main weapon in improving the 
quality of its life is the calibre of its own mind, then sustained analysis 
of the quality of decision-making, and action based on, that ~nalysis, 
are crucial to the overall performance of the society. 'Fbis becomes 
even more the case if 'the alleviation of our problems will, in large 
measure, be dependent on the ingenuity, enterprise and devel?;Rment 
capacity of the policy formulators within our public service', 25 for a 
glaring characteristic of Irish decision-making elites is 'an 
extraordinarily uneven range of ability among individuals .who have' 
reached posts of similar level. If, in the French public service, 'one is 
struck again and again by the gulf between the small elite at the top, . , 
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vigorous and efficient, and the junior employees whose muddle or 
lethargy simply sabotages the technocratic', 26 in Ireland one is struck 

'. again and again by the gulf within the elite. If the gap between the best 
and the second best can be so wide in Irish institutions, this increasess 

", the urgency of making the most effective use of scarce talent and of 
, r~moving obstructionists. 

'The constraints of the domestic intellectual market have already 
driveh some outstanding minds abroad. A striking proportion of 
research in the social sciences has relied on imported investment, 
whether ill (he form of private scholarly enterprise or of consultaneies. 
There is, however, no conclusive evidence that imported talent is 
generally superior to the domestic product. Dangers as well as 
advantages arise from the heavy intellectual dependency on imported 
thought, whether in the form of persons or of models. It can be argued 
that Ireland, no more than Italy, 'cannot be interpreted by using the 
same models as are currently applied to western societies'. 27 

Obsession with personal animosity ranks high among the 
diseconomies of small scale. Many derive as much satisfaction from 
dragging others down to their own level as from getting things done 
themselves. Nor does the prevailing cultur~ deeisively discourage such 
attitudes. It is not only trade union resistance, but inherited values, 
that still preclude the measures necessary to burn, or at least chop off, 
dead wood or poisoned limbs. The indulgence displayed towards 
leeches remains a cultural phenomenon. A vigorous chairman of the 
RTE authority, having asserted that 'RTE has more than its share of 
excellent, creative and dedicated people ... its fair share of people 
who, though dedicated, will never set the world alight, and ... a 
number who would cause trouble wherever they were', concluded 
resignedly that 'it will always be so, because RTE. like all 
organisations. has to setde for what is available' 28 The culture does 
not yet demand that 'troublemakers' should be rendered unavailable. 
An .... ttempt by the Irish public service to emulate the American 
approach towards . a rigorous weeding out of those who do not 
measure up to requirements'29 would create culture shock. But until 
that happens. one cannot confidendy assert that' there is an overall 
culture which seeks to attain excellence'. 30 

A strange hesitancy appears to afflict normally decisive minds on 
the crucial question of the quality of the public service. The National 
Economic and Social Council (NESC) has sponsored much valuable 
research. Yet. when confronted with the verdict of its own 
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subcommittee on enterprise in the public sector that 'the central theme 
of this report is that within the public sector in this country there are 
many talented, able and willing people, who would contribute much 
more effectively to economic and social developments in Ireland', if 
given the opportunitY, the NESC simply evaded the question with the 
plea that 'it is difficult to take a view on this issue, since 
entrepreneurship is a most elusive factor'. 31 'Entrepreneurship'. in the 
heroic Schumpeterian sense, may be an elusive factor. Talent, ability 
and willingness are not. The small scale ofIrish organisations makes it 
a simple matter to identify the thrusters, and the sleepers, as well as the 
not inconsiderable class of dozers. Identification is not the difftt:ulty. 
Stimulation is. It is puzzling that the NESC should shy away from this 
problem, which is central not ouly to the public service, but to the 
entire culture. If it gets the answer right, many of its reports would be 
unnecessary. If it doesn't get it right, many of the reports, however 
worthy their individual merits, may be doomed to remain monuments 
offuule endeavour. 

This attitude also appears to influence the approach of the Review 
Body on Higher Remuneration in the Public Service. Its 
recommendations reinforce the view that it is status, not merit, that 
should be remunerated. Where Lemass stated blundy that 'the 
performance of a state corporation depends, in our experience, on the 
capacities of the individual holding the chief executive post . .. '32 the 
Review Body would only concede ihat 'the scope of a job can be 
influenced by the personal qualities of the person filling it'. But it 
went on to insist that 'we evaluate the demands of the job',33 not 
the merits of the man. Whatever the practical difficulties involved in 
matching merit and reward in the civil service, and that too may be 
more a question of cultural attitude, as the Americans demonstrate, 
than of technical difficulty, this approach seems strange where the 
calibre of the decision making can have a major influence on the 
performance of the whole enterprise. If the Reports ~f the Review 
Body are not necessarily monuments of mindless diligence, the 
culture-bound nature of their assumptions nevertheless deserves 
sceptical scrutiny.34 

The view that status rather than merit should be rewarded' also 
affects the response of the comfortable classes to the demands o(ih~ 
less privileged. It is characteristic of a society where objective equality 
of opportunity appears to be somewhat limited by western standards3S 

to disproportionately blame the poor for their poverty.36 Equality of 
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opportunity does not hold irresistible appeal for those who have a 
/ shrewd suspicion of just where they themselves would be if objective 

'. merit were the criterion for material success. The view that women 
suffer dispropor:tionately from lack of opportunity makes little impact 

" on those whose own pockets are lined with the rewards ofinheritancc, 
, seniority, contacts, influence, and luck. The less a culture emphasises 

merit; the more resistant to equality of opportunity for women are the 
males likely to be (and perhaps many females also, clinging to their 
own 'su~cessfu\' inales) , if only because the supremacy of the 
dominant · males does not depend on superior merit. They are 
therefore likely to feel vulnerable to what they perceive as a threat 
posed not so much by women, as by ability in women. 

A cluster of historically conditioned reflexes continues to influence 
the work ethic. From the Land Acts to Common Agricultural Policy, 
many farmers have reaped a higher return from investment in politics 
than investment in agriculture. Livestock farmers felt themselves 
heavily dependent on 'luck' when it came to the fortunes of the fair, 
where the market price might bear no obvious relation to productive 
efforts. The assumption that return on investment was a function more 
of bargaining skill than of objective merit etched itself deeply on Irish 
consciousness. The influence of professional nonns reinforced this 
assumption. The view remains widespread that the fees charged by 
professional people bear 'little or no relationship to the value of what 
they actually do'. 37 Further along the social scale, entry to the craft 
mUons was historically as closed as was entry to university professional 
faculties. The main industry in which the Irish flourished at home and 
abroad. construction, was even more heavily dependent on contacts. 
politics, and luck, than was much of manufacturing industry. It was 
claimed sixty years ago that' success in Dublin ... is not the prize of 
ceaseless toil. It is the fruit of influence widely used'. 38 The morality 
of the 'just price' had difficulty taking deep root in the Irish psyche in 
thos~ circumstances. When Alec Wrafter expressed himself' struck by 
the apparent lack of any qualitative set of criteria by which results can 
be judged . . . we are not a nation of managers - we are a nation of 
fixers',39 he identified one conspicuous element in Irish attitudes. His 
conclusion that 'we would have to change our attitudes because we are 
not living in the real world' may underrate the resilience of the 
sponger syndrome. While Lemass asserted in 1957 that 'the world does 
not owe us a livelihood on our terms'40 much effort, though less than 
in the 1950s, continued to be devoted to the proposition that it did. 
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Controversy about work ethics revolves essentially around concepts 
of public morality, an area in which the Catholic church became 
increasingly involved during the 1970s. Fr Liam Ryan has argued, in 
the COUnie of a brilliant survey, that 'the Church is increasingly 
becoming an institution of social criticism ... '41 It might perhaps be 
contended that the Church had always been an institution of social 
criticism, but that it saw little to criticise in many earlier social or 
moral conditions that it had accepted with complacency, but that now 
seem to some bishops to outrage the Catholic version of the christian 
conscience. If it was not until the pastoral on Justice in 1977 that the 
bishops chose to refer to jobbety as a moral issue, this was Iiardly 
because jobbery had been hitherto unknown but because their concept 
of public morality was changing in the face of the challenges posed by 
economic growth, the end of emigration, television, and the Vatican 
Council. 

The institutional church has naturally always been vulnerable to 
short term manipulation by the dominant elements in society. The 
hierarchy faced widespread incomprehension, at least from the older 
generation. once it expanded the concept of conscience in the 
direction of public morality. The beauty of 'traditional' morality was 
that the area to which it applied was so conveniently circumscribed. 
'Traditional' Irish society achieved singular success in excluding 
ethics from the sphere of religion, largely confining the concept of 
morality to sexual morality and banishing from the agenda of moral 
discouniC doctrines potentially subversive of the material interests of 
the dominant social elements. ~Tradirionalists' naturally strove to 
divert hierarchical concern away from the dangerous area of public 
morality, and revert to the safe ground of sexual moraliry. 

Opinions vary on how effectively the Church has responded to the 
challenge of 'the materialism of affiuence' and 'political violence',42 
which have been identified as the two most serious threats to the 
christian witness. The decline in the number of recQrded vocations 
restricted the room for manoeuvre of the institutional church on 
educational issues in particular. Just when the numbe; of children 
began to increase, the number of available clergy began to decline. It 
must remain conjectural, however, whether this can be equated with a 
decline in real vocations. It may even be that · the number of ·true 
vocations increased after the Council. 'Traditional' Irish culture 
exerted enormous pressure on the child in the seminary to stay in the . \ 
seminary. Popular castigation of the' spoiled priest' reflected the bitter . 
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disappointment at a gilt-edged family investment turned sour
incomprehensibly, wilfully, ungratefully sour. That attitude would 
seem to be much less prevalent now than twenty five years ago, if 
only, the cynic might say, because the investment no longer appears 

" gilt-edged. and alternative investment prospects have become more 
attractive. . 

T~ere was, as ever, much that did not change. A glance at the 
'agony' columns, making all appropriate allowance for the limitations 
of the genre, conveys some sense of the torment still inflicted on the 
sensitive young by hell fire preachers. Nevertheless, the fear of hell 
may not now be as central to the Catholic vision as it was a generation 
ago, being superseded by 'the optimistic view of one's own salvation 
... the Church's role is today increasingly seen not as that of the agent 
of salvation but as an instrument which enables people to live out the 
salvation which Christ has bestowed on them. '43 

At the level of high politics, potential church/state conflict has been 
mediated with remarkable skill. The potentially explosive education 
issue was largely resolved in the 1960s, following an extraordinary 
surge of activity by the pteviously moribund Department of 
Education. If the strong feelings roused on both sides have not yet 
fully subsided, the observer must remain impressed with the relative 
smoothness of so striking a change in educational power structures. 
The contraception issue has also been handled with considerable 
political sophistication. Mr. C. J. Haughey's cunningly contrived 'Irish 
solution to an Irish problem', however abhorrent to the purists, was a 
nimble piece of poli tical gymnastics. 

The demographic data indicate that a growing proportion of the 
younger generation of Irish women are planning their families. The 
longer term consequences of the silent revolution of the sixties, which 
has resnlted in a sharply reduced average completed family size, and in 
a m~ch younger age of mother at birth of the last child, have yet to 
worK themselves fully through. The implications for women will only 
begin to be felt in the next two decades. Then, for the first time, a 
substantial number of Irish women will have reared their families by 
their mid-40s rather than their mid-50s. Better educated than any 
previous generation of Irish women, they may not be prepared to 
suffer in silence the sense of unfulfilled lives that some of their 
mothers apparently felt.44 

Formal religious observance remains high. Nevertheless, evidence 
indicating a sharp decline among the younger urbanised generation has 
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deeply disturbed some observers, who detect' shallow' religious roots 
and a church suffering from 'spiritual malnutrition'. The more 
comforting conclusion that 'what the Church is experiencing is less a 
crisis of faith than a crisis of culture' may be a shade optimistic in a 
society where faith and culture are so intimately intertwined. It is 
precisely this close connection that makes the civic culture so 
vulnerable to a sudden decline in the role of institutional religion. 
However confined the role religion may play in shaping standards of 
public morality, however long it may have been domesticated in 
Ireland as 'convention rather than conviction',45 the very shallowness 
of 'traditional' civic culture leaves religion as the main blilwark 
between reasonably civilised social control and the untrammelled 
predatory instincts of sectoral and individual selfishness. If religion no 
longer fulfils its historic civilising mission as a substitute for 
internalised values of civic responsibility, the consequences for society 
no less than for the institutional church are potentially disruptive, 
particularly at a time when I exit' no longer offers an alternative to 
'voice' as a 'solution' to Irish problems. 46 

A sense of cultural identity itself constitutes a bonding power in 
most societies. Ireland suffers from a peculiarly weak sense of identity 
by European criteria in this respect. The failure of the language revival 
may have cost the country more than it realises in the meanest 
mercenary tenns. Recent policy appears to have been increasingly 
geared towards the euthanasia of the language. The abolition of 
'compulsory Irish' in the Leaving ~ertificatc and civil service 
examinations since 1973 has at least reduced the level of hypocrisy, 
and did not mark any significant change of trend in teaching practices. 
Of course were there any serious political commitment, the procedure 
would have been to build on 'compulsory Irish' in the wider society, 
rather that to abolish it in the schools. The decline of Irish in the 
training colleges means that many teachers will' soon be incapable of 
properly teaching the language.47 Television offere4 the revival a 
chanee as well as a threat, if only there were a n;iti~nal revival 
policy.48 There was none. RTE has done rather better than the Review 
Group on Higher Remuneration in the Public Service, which Ievealed 
its sense of values by recommending' after weighing ali"the evidence' 
that the remuneration of the chief executives of Bord na nGaeilge'and 
Bord na gCon should be identical.49 It rated the language every bit ~s. 
important a national asset as the greyhound! Out of the mouths of . 
R · G ' \ . CVlew roups.... ' 

13' 



\ , 

Unequal Achievement 

I 
The speed with which 'traditional' society succumbed to the 

'. temptations of affluence provides an eloquent commentary on the 
resilience of 'traditional' values. One may wonder how wholesome the 

"traditional' culture was when such modest prosperity - for Ireland 
'remains the poorest country in northern Europe - went so quickly to 
s~" many heads. The combination of shallowness, selfishness and 
exhibi~onism is nicely caught in the ad man's philosophy, 'If you've 
got it - flaunt it'. This is also, of course, a recipe for rousing 
resentment-~ong those who haven't50 - a resentment which may in 
turn threaten' to upset the social stability necessary for those who 'have 
it' to enjoy 'it' - but then the social consequences of the ad man's 
philosophy have not yet impinged on the horizons of our leaders. 

But this refrain threatens to become too recriminatory. Skilfully 
though it has concealed it from itself, Ireland has been an 
extraordinarily lucky country since the rragedy of the Great Famine. It 
has been put to the stretch of its own vivid imagination to continue 
fertilising its sense of grievance when in reality it has had a charmed 
existence, thanks to the acciden~ of geographical location, compared 
with most countries in Europe, not to mention the less fortunate 
continents. As a scathingly sympathetic critic observed in 1957, 'the 
truth is that Ireland has had an almost fatally easy time of it, at least in 
t\lls century'. While the Ulster problem has since assumed a new 
degree of virulence, thanks in large measure to the primitiveness of 
the British nationalistic tradition, it remains .. true in 1982 as in 1957 
that 'Ireland has no right to be sick'.51 The leadership cadre of 1957 
did make a historic breakthrough. It did succeed in bringing to an end 
the emigration that for more than a century had been the main scar on 
the social anatomy. Since 1957 a bridgehead has been established in 
the direction of a viable community. The past twenty five years have 
seen the creation of a dual society, a dualism that bas resulted from the,. 
howe¥er halting, advance or the productive forces and Clespite the 
resolute resistance of the parasitic forces. A new Irishman does not 
have to be forged. He already exists. But there is still much travail 
ahead before he establishes his dominance. In business, agriculture, 
administration, scholarship, politics, or the media - right across the 
main areas ofIrish life - high class achievers jostle cheek by jowl with 
high class dossers.52 No society can be all one or all the other. It is a 
question of where the balance falls. In 1982 that balance falls far more 
than in 1957 on the productive side, but not yet sufficiently decisively 
to wrench the limpets clinging to their free ride completely loose from 
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the ship of state. 
The result of the past twenty five years is that Irish experience in 

1982 is much less unrepresentative of the European norm than in 1957. 
The nature oflrish problems has shifted towards 'normalcy'! Consider 
the following remarks selected at random from recent literature: 

We seem to be ... in a cultural crisis which may be the greatest 
challenge that confronts western society, in as much as our 
incapacity to develop appropriate decision making mechanisms
the ungovernability of our society - is a cultural failure. 53 

Policy orientated research seems to have little or no direct'mpact 
on policy making. 54 

The inability of parliaments to offer constructive comments upon 
economic plans or public expenditure plans is well known. 55 

The political economy of the welfare state ... is now confronted 
with new problems and demands which seem to challenge its 
continuing viability. The resulting crisis of transition may lead into 
political regression and even catastrophe uuless political systems 
increased both their capacity for policy innovation and their ability 
to avoid dramatic policy failures. 56 

The individual's loyalties are tr~ditionally towards family' rather 
than community, and civic cooperation in the Anglo-Saxon sense is 
not highly developed. Public initiatives are expected to come from 
the state and the authorities, rather than from ad hoc citizen 

57 groups ... 

Institutionally we have become spastic, and culturally we have lost 
our way. 58 

None of these comments was made with specific reference to Ireland, 
but all obviously apply with considerable force to our current 
circumstances. 

Ireland now shares serious problems with other countrie,s. . '\ 
The prospects, however, are far more promising than in 1957:T~e 

problems are at least partly the problems of success rather than of 
almost unbroken failure. The dual culture offers a major opportunitY ' , 
to a leadership cadre capable of grasping it. That a variety of values are '\ 
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jostling side by side in a malleable culture. selflessness and selfishness. 
dedication and opportunism. energy and laziness. intelligence and 
stupidity. the psychology of tidy towns as well as dirty dumps. makes 

.·Ieadership vital in moulding the ethos of the wider society. 'We can 
'In!nage our way out of our problems provided the leadership is there 
to ~re~te the will, unleash the energy and support the courage that 
coming times will require' .59 Whether the political and administrative 
systems can now throw up the creative leadership to harness the 
potential is·the major question mark hanging over Irish society in the 
early 1980s. " 

Our politicians have often been wiser than their media critics. The 
political stability of Irish society in the past twenty five years. as in the 
previous thirty five. has been no mean achievement. The potential 
disruption inherent in both economic change and in the northern 
problem has been incubated remarkably successfully within the 
existing party system. Irish politicians have continued to prove 
masterly party managers. And party management. however distasteful 
fastidious spirits may find the techniques of management. has a central 
role to play in maintaining political stability in an ideologically 
vacuoUS society. The pressures placed on Irish political leaders. even if 
partly of their own making. should not be underrated and may be all 
the greater for the feeble cultural bonding in the society. The lack of a 
hard core of Irish identity compels the politicians to work even harder 
at creating communities of interest. It is in this sense that the state now 
bears so heavy a burden in sustaining the identity of the society. rather 
than vice versa.60 It is therefore particularly disturbing that the ship of 
state seems to have begun to drift increasingly out of control in rather 
rudderless fashion. in recent years. Some would even fear that 
profligate leadership may be squandering the national capital that had 
begun to be stored up between 1957 and the mid 1970s. 

It 11is been always an exciting. and sometimes a disturbing twenty 
five years. Whether it will historically come to be seen as a self
contained time period. or whether historians will date a siguificant 
shift - the ebbing of the rising tide of the sixties - from some time in 
the seventies. remains to be seen. Ouly then will it be possible to 
determine whether the culture was too !ragile to cope with the shock 
of rapid economic change. with the challenge posed by the end of 
emigration. Or could a fugitive sense of identity survive only in a 
culture of national poverty? That would be a sad epitaph for even 'a 
trouble oHools·. 
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25 years of bog 
development and 
peat production. 
This has been the history of Bord na Mona since 

1957. Ever since its foundation in 1946 the Board's 
charter has been clear and simple -the development 
of Ireland's bogs for the Irish people. In fulfilling this • 
charter the Board's work has become an integral part of 
national economic development. It has transformed 
what were once barren wastelands into a valuable 
source of energy. Allied to this it has developed a 
profitable export business through the sale of its moss 
peat products around the world. The Board continues 
to expand and its activities have been further extended 
with the enactment of the Turf Development Bill 1981 
which empowers it to make available grant finance from 
Government funds to encourage more extensive private 
development of bogs for the production of fuel. The 
social and economic benefits of its endeavours are 
evident throughout the countlY: - full time employment 
for 6,000 people, a saving in fU!31 imports in excess of 
IR£120m per annum and export earnings last year 
amounting to IR£12m. Truly, a peat industry for the 
Nation. 

WM -BORD NA MONA, 
IRISH PEAT DEVELOPMENT AUTHORITY , 

• 

. , 



Everyday there are both emergency 
and routine cases requiring blood 

transfusions in hospitals throughout 
the country. To cater adequately 

for this demand 2,800 blood 
donations are required overall, 

each week. If you are between 
18 and 65, and in good general health, 

you can give a blood donation. 

SEe LOCAL CLINIC NOTICES FOR DETAilS OF MOBilE UNIT VISITS 
• 

GlUING fOR lJlUING 
when more than just the tbought counts 

The Blood Transfusion Seruice Board 
Pelican House, 40 Mespil Road, Dublin 4. (01) 603333. 

Cork Centre, 21 Leitrirn SI. Cork. (021) 507227. 
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Change and the Political System 

TOM GARVIN 

In this essay I discuss some evidence of change and continuity in the 
. constraints which shape our government. These constraints include the 
constitutional rules and customs which prescribe particular courses of 
action in public life. There are also other less formal constraints which 
enhance or hinder the pursuit of better government, including the way 
the representative system works, and the public assumptions about 
politics. 

Change and continuity are tricky words. Some observers of Irish 
affairs are quite willing to speak of apparently enormous changes that 
have occurred in Irish political life in the past generation, but others 
are equally willing to inform us bluntly that very little change has 
occurred and that on the contrary, ~ very considerable continuity is 
evident in most areas of Irish public Life. ' Evidently, different 
observers have different ideas of what constitutes change, different 
notions of which changes are important, and varying perceptions of 
how much change has occurred. 

One way of handling the idea of social and political change is to use 
. the concept of behavioural system. A generation ago, Easton proposed 
that politics could be usefully thought of as the process by which 
policies for the community as a whole were decided a'ld, in the last 
analysis, imposed on everybody.2 Decision-makers were seen as being 
responsive to influences outside themselves such as organised public 
opinion. interest groups and information sources; the system h.~a. input 
as well as output processes and, in a polity with any level of s!ab'ili~ 
and internal order, the process was routinised and structures developed. , 
to ensure that these routines were preserved. In non-revolutionary . 
eras, the political and governmental process develops sets of rules 
which are stronger than the rulers themselves, the process bec6mes 
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institutionalised and also develops s}"temic properties.3 One 
interesting property of a behavioural s}"tem of this sort is its tendency 
to conserve routines and to resist change in them. Furthermore. 
,change, if inevitable, is absorbed by the s}"tem and is disguised; old 
lllbels are used to legitimise political innovation. Thus, a well
institutionalised political system adapts to change subtly and smoothly, 
and the mOre often it does this the more remote it becomes from the 
intentions of its founders and the political values of the period of 
foundation. · If the Solons are truly successful, their creation will 
eventually rurn.on their dearest preconceptions. This kind of process is 
widely recognis~d; one obvious example is the historical evolution of 
the British Cabinet, and another is the often-noticed propensity of 
successful political parties to remain unchanged in structure and 
symbols while going through enormous changes in their ideologies.4 

We should, therefore, look at institutional continuities and changes 
in political structures, such as parliament. parties. government apparats, 
and also look at policy in areas su,ch as social welfare, health, economic 
policy and education. Other articles in this issue examine some of 
these areas. However, it is also' important to look at the changing . 
external constraints on the governmental s}"tem generated by the 
social structure, by changes in the parliamentary s}"tem, the political 
culture and the party s}"tem. It is on these that this essay concentrates. 

Social change and politics 
The Republic of Ireland has undergone considerable economic, social 
and cultural change in the last quarter century.s These changes have 
not, however, been spectacular by the standards of many other 
countries, and look impressive only when viewed in relation to the 
stagnation of Irish society in previous generations. Economic 
production, for example, which had been almost static in gross terms 
for ~e first generation after independence, increased in the last 
twenty-five ycars at a ratc which was close to the OECD average, but 
could scarcely be described as spectacular. Admittedly, a classic 
economic 'take-off did occur in the late 1950s, GNP per "'pit. 
perhaps doubling In the following quarter century. e The proportion of 
the workforce in agriculture had been well over 50 per cent in 1926, 
was still over one-third in 1961 but had dropped to under one-fifth by 
1980. The industrial workforce increased from 16 to nearly 30 per cent 
between 1961 and 1980. The economy became clearly non-agrarian 
for the first time, and a political s}"tem founded on, and designed for, 
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a mainly rural and small-town society was called upon to face up to the 
task of governing an increasingly urban countty. 

Popular culture was also revolutionised, in ways that are still 
imperfectly understood. The growth of second- and third-level 
education was spectacular during the period, and the older, rather 
academic styLes of education came under increasing pressure from 
newer, applied and technologically-advanced styles and subjects. The 
development of a consumer culture was rapid, as was the expansion of 
the Anglo-American youth culture. The growth of telev;.ion and radio 
services after 1960 accelerated this process; by 1965, it was obvious 
that older preoccupations, styles and assumptions were goin~ and 
going fast. It is perhaps disconcerting to fmd that the Ireland of the 
1950s is already becoming the subject of what amounts to academic 
cultural archaeology. Economic take-off, cultural revolution and the 
ecclesiastical upheaval sometimes labelled as 'Vatican II' all occurred 
together, and had devastating effects. Survey research indicates clearly 
that vast changes in social attitudes have occurred. and are continuing 
to occur, in Irish society; there is, for example, a large and obvious 
ideological gap corresponding to the generations which came of age 
before and after the watershed of 1957-65. Echoing and anticipating 
these changes, the Irish Catholic Church went through a massive 
reorientation in the 1960s, similar in scale to the reconstruction it had 
gone through a centuty previously; the partial liberalisation of Irish 
Catholicism in the 1960s and 1970s reversed much of the Gleichschaltung 
of ecclesiastical life of the previous century.7 

Political decision-makers ·contributed much to the wave of changes 
that occurred after 1957, and T. K. Whitaker's Ecollomic Development of 
1958 is often viewed as the symbol of state action in favour of 
change." However, the role of the state has been historically far more 
ambiguous than is sometimes suggested; political action assisted the 
1950, take-off, but it is rarely pointed out that misguided state policy 
had probably delayed that take-offby at least a. decade am! that political 
action in earlier times may have contributed much to the stagnation of 
Irish economic life after independence. Certainly, one of the main 
obstacles to the economic new departure of the late 1950, was the 
loyalty of an older generation of politicians to the irrelevant n~strums 
of Arthur Griffith. ' "\. 

Representation and political change 
The relationship between social change and political change is by no 
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means one-way. In many ways, there has been little apparent political 
change since the mid-1950s; formal structures are much as they were 
then. Above all, the system of political representation is unchanged. 
l'roportional Representation by means of the Single Transferable Vote 
(Plt-S1V) triumphantly survived two sustained attempts to abolish it in 
1959-and 1968. Although its abolition was proposed by Fianna Fail 
govenu;nents and opposed by Fine Gael and Labour, the prospect of 
changing' the electoral system was viewed with secret sympathy by a 
large section,of the opposition front bench, and with deep uneas~ by a 
large propornon of Fianna Fail's backbenchers. The appeal of the 
electoral system to backbenchers and its lack of appeal to front
benchers is a central theme of Irish democracy, although one that is 
rarely articulated; it reflects the primacy of the politics of local re
presentation over the politics of government. a primacy which is as 
strong in 1982 as it was in 1957 and possibly even more crippling. In 
both 1959 and 1968 the referendum vote against abolition was 
noticeably higher in the towns than in the countryside, and it was 
particularly weak in the western counties; apparently, these 
referendums were interesting eariy examples of the greater willingness 
of urban voters to separate party preferences from issue preferences.9 

Minor changes in the electoral law have been permitted to occur. In 
1964, a series oflegislative reforms made it possible to print the names 
of political parties on the ballot paper after the candidates' names for 
the first time, thus encouraging a greater measure of party voting. This 
institutionalised a measure of mild discrimination against minor 
parties. Another change was the steady decline in the average size of 
constituencies. This introduced a substantially more important bias 
against the minor parties. The party (or parties) in power were 
increasingly prone to distort constituency bowtdaries in their own 
favour when these were periodically redrawn to take accOWlt of 
demographic changes. These tendencies were brought to a halt and 
reversed only after the 1977 election when the power to revise 
constituency boundaries was moved from the Minister for the 
Environment to a non-partisan electoral commission. The general 
effect of the institutional changes was to suppress minor groups for 
most of the period and to permit new minor groups to emerge in the 
last few years. ' 0 

Thirty-five years ago, Senator Michael Hayes described the role of 
the D~il deputy as being essentially one of' going about persecuting 
civil servants'. a phrase which became the leitmotiv of a classic article 
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Table 1 Parliamentary Questions, Dail Eireann, 1958-1979 
Subject Matter of Index Citations of Parliamentary Questions, January-March, Selected Y cars 

1958 1966 1972 1979 
% % % % 

Foreign Affairs, E.E.C., 
Northern Ireland 1.7 2.0 8.8 4.3 
Agriculture, Fisheries, Land, 
Agriculture-related Trade 28.2 11.9 18.0 10.1 
Trade, Industry, Finance, 
BaIlking, Taxation 16.0 17.0 13.1 16.1 
Employment, Industrial 

.. 
Relations, Pay and 
Conditions 2.7 4.5 3.6 .6.2 
Environment, Planning. 
Water, Electricity, Fire, 
Sewage 5.2 9.8 9.2 7.0 
Health Services, Preventive 
Medicine, Nurses 5.9 4.8 5.7 10.2 
Security, Defence, Crime, 
Prisons, Subversion 5.1 4.9 6.5 3.9 
Education, Teachers, 
Schools. Universities, etc. 7'.1 8,4 • 5.7 8.0 
General Administration, 
Semi-State bodies, 
Elections, Courts 3.3 9.7 6.5 14.7 
Communications: Roads, 
Post, Telephones, 
Television, Radio 15,4 10.9 11.5 9,4 

Culture, Irish Language, 
Sport, Censorship 1.6 1.1 '2.1 2.1 

Social Welfare, Pensions 
Unemployment Benefit 5.2 4.7 5.0 " 5.2 
Housing, Local Authority " 

,', 

Dwellings, Cottages, etc. 2.9 10,4 4.6 2~9 .. 
--' Total 905 1673 1790 1660, 

NB - percentage totals add up to slightly over 100% due to rounding. 
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by 'Basil Chubb published in 1963." Since then, a huge literature. has 
grown up around the theme of the TO as messenger-boy, grievance
mal1.. articulator of local particular interests and. from a more 
jaundiced view-point, local political gombeenman.'2 The archetypal 
'b~ckbench ID is seen as the product of the combination of highly 
cettralised bureaucratic government, PR-STV and the parochialism of 
the culture, He is unconcerned with general issues or the world 
outside" rus own constituency; he is· conservative. materialist and 
unintelle~I'3 He leaves policy to the front bench, the civil 
servants, the interest groups and the clergy; he is deferential to tribal 
symbols such' as The Language, 1916, the tricolour and anti
partitionism, but his deference is essentially verbal and is denied by his 
utterly pragmatic everyday behaviour." Ironically, the frontbenchers 
are recruited from the back benches and resemble backbenchers 
closely. The dominance of backbencher concerns in the D.il is best 
seen at Question Time, when the structure of Irish representative 
politics becomes, perhaps, most visible. 

As Table 1 indicates, the last twenty-five years have probably seen 
far more continuity than change in the behaviour of Dail deputies.15 
Very few parliamentary questions in the periods examined dealt with 
external affairs or matters of general policy. In fact, the percentages 
entered under the heading 'Foreign Affairs, EuroJ'ean Community, 
Northern Ireland' considerably exaggerate the Dail's interest in the 
outside world, as many of these questions actually dealt with local or 
individual matters such as European Community grant eligibility rules, 
the cratering of border roads by the British Army or the visa 
regulations of foreign countries. 

The most obvious change since 1958 has, of course, been the 
relative decline of agriculture as a major preoccupation of IDs. Many 
of the questions in this category dealt with matters of individual 
concern; many in the earlier years actually dealt with individual cases 
of lan'd division - the last echoes of the great land reforms of the late 
nineteenth century. The noticeable increase in interest in health 
matters appears to reflect the setting up of the regional health boards 
in the early 1970s and the consequent increased interest in hospitals 
and other local health institutions as sources of local employment and 
prestige: Underlying a very large proportion of the questions in the 
other categories was a concern with local employment prospects, the 
availability of state benefits and the myriad enquiries that local people 
might have of the state apparatus that impinged on their lives. The 
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loealist tone of the Dail is also perhaps reflected in the absence of any 
very persistent concern with security matters or crime, despite the 
continuing violence in Northern Ireland and a noticeable increase in 
political and violent crime in the Republic during the 1970s.16 

TabJe 2 Occupations ofDail Deputies. Dails of 1957 and 1981 

Fianna Fine Labour OthcI'S D;n 
Fail Gael 

1957 1981 1957 1981 1957 1981 1957 1981 1957 1981 

" " % .. % % % " " % 

Fanning only 24 14 25 12 41 25 11 
Auctioneerillg, with 

~ 

or without other 
occupation 4 12 5 8 3 8 

Business, Company 
Di~ctor 3 12 10 14 18 8 11 

Teaching only 13 12 8 9 6 12 10 10 
Solicitor. Barrister 6 5 28 17 S 13 12 10 
Worker,~n 3 4 8 , 20 6 38 3 7· 
Publican. Shopkeeper 

with or without 
other occupation 12 6 5 6 9 4 

Trade Union Officc:r 58 20 , 2 
Other professions 14 II , 9 7 • 25 8 11 
Other 13 12 , 26 7 2l 25 t2 12 

Total 78 78 40 65 12 15 17 8 147 166 

Table 2 summarises the reported occupations ofTDs in the D.ils of 
1957 and 1981. Unsurprisingly. farming became a much less common 
occupation during the 1960s and 1970s. The numbers of businessmen. 
auctioneers and company directors increased, particularly in Fianna 
Fail. The proportion of IDs of working class background is smali, 
although larger than a generation ago. and the old domination of Fine 
Gael by the legal profession has weakened considerably. A noticeable 
'increase has occurred in the numbers of IDs who describe themselves 
as having no occupation other than politics. Possibly this shift reflects a 
decline in amateurism in parliamentary politics; if so, amateurism has 
suffered a particularly severe decline in Fine Gael. and that I"\,rty has 
lost much of its old dilettante character. Fianna Fail is stiU stro.nger in 
the other professions. particularly engineering. Labour has become far 
less of a trade union party and may be suffering some loss of identity a", 
a result. A striking change has occurred among the minor parties ,ann 
independents; there were more in this category in 1957. and they were " 
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mainly rural. but in 1981 they were often working-class and urban. 
Two of them were H-Block representatives. The traditional 

'. independent farmer m has disappeared. '7 

. The continued weakness of the professions in the Dail distinguishes 
it, from most other western legislatures and is a long standing 
ch~r~cteristic. dating from the 1930s. It also distinguishes the Dail 
from t~e old Irish Party of pre-1918 days. which had been replete with 
men of'professional background since the political demise of the Irish 
landlord cla~s. The core of the Dolli in the 1980s was. as it had been in 
the 1960s. tho farming and small business groups. Chubb. writing in 
the late 1960s.' commented 'The industrial and commercial group are 
mostly owners of small businesses, local contractors, publicans ... and 
shopkeepers. and there is a strong rural and small-community element 
among them. Together with the farmers. they form the solid core of 
the Dolli and comprise more than half its total membership."8 As 
Table 2 indicates. this is still largely true; at least 45 per cent of the 
1957 Dail had small business or farming backgrounds. and the 
equivalent figure for 1981 was 34 per cent. The professions remained 
static at about 30 per cent in both Diils .• 9 Gradual and unspectacular 
change is the pattern suggested by Table 2. 

Table 3 oail Deputies and the Senate 

a. Dail Deputies who had sat in previous Senate 

1943 
4 

1957 
1 

1965 
5 

1981 
9 

b. Senators who had sat in previous Dollis 

1943 
19 

1957 
22 

196;; 
18 

1981 
9 

Th~ Senate. nominally the second house of the Oireachtas. is still ~ 
very subordinate body indeed. with no clear role in the representative 
system. It has traditionally been used as a repository for ex-deputies in 
temporary or permanent retirement from the Doll\. It was also used 
occasionally as a means of entering the Dail. and this role has become 
more significant in recent years. One central characteristic of Irish 
party politics is the near-sovereign power of the local parties over Dolli 
nominations. The Senate has been used increasingly as a means of by
passing the local organisations; a se~ator can build up a political base 
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quickly~ using his office's prestige, and then move from his Senate seat 
into a Dciil seat.20 The Senate has become somewhat less of an attic 
and more of an antechamber in the Irish legislative edifice. 

Educational levels have improved in the DaH in the last generation, 
echoing the general improvement in education in the society as a 
whole. In 1965, only 30 per cent ofTDs had achieved some third-level 
education but the equivalent figure for 1981 is 53 per cent. The 
number attaining primary schooling only has sunk from 20 to 14 per 
cent. 21 Incidentally, the proportion ofTDs with higher education had 
actually declined in the first generation after independence, as the 
relatively highly-educated veterans of the campaign for indepen<ll:nce 
were replaced by more mundane local representatives. Table 4 
compares the figures for 1965 with those for 1981, and is quite 
revealing; Fianna Fail comes close, in both Dans, to the 'average' for 

Table 4 Education ofDail Deputies 1965 and 1981, by Party 

a. Dai11965 

FF FG LP Others Dail 
% % % % % 

Primary only 14 20 32 67 20 
Secondary, Vocational 57 40 54 33 50 
Third-level 29 40 14 30 

Total 72 47 22 3 144 

b. Dail1981 

FF FG LP Others Dail 
% % % % % 

Primary only 14 12 20 38 14 
Secondary, Vocational 36 29 33 25 33 
Third-level 50 59 47 38 , 53 

Total 78 65 15 8 166 

the Dail as a whole, while Fine Gael is the most highly educated oJ the 
three major parties on both occasions. However, in 1965 Fine Gael 
was spectacularly ahead of the rest, and is far less so in 1981. Labour " 
has perhaps made the most impressive educational advances since the 
1960s. The decline of the rural backbench or independent TD is 
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reflected indirectly in these figures. However, gradual change is 
suggested rather than any abrupt discontinuity, despite the many 
dramatic political events of the last fifteen years . 

. A changing political culture? 
'Ghubb characterised Irish political culture thirteen years ago as 
consen::ative, authoritarian, loyal and anti-intellectual; it was also very 
natiotlilist. egalitarian and, of course. pious with a marked. puritanism. 
This assessment was not rased on survey evidence, as survey research 
was very much in its infancy at the time in [reland. Surveys of Irish 
political attitudes prior to the 1970s are not only scarce, they are also 
methodologically rather primitive, few of them inquiring very deeply 
into political beliefs. However, one quite elaborate and very early 
survey was carried out in 1962, in the Dublin area only. [t was 
confined to Catholics and dealt with attitudes toward religion and 
clerical authority.22 It did, however deal with political matters in 
passing and contained a fairly elaborate battery of questions by the 
standards of the period. Unfortunately, the original data-set is lost. 

The portrait of Dublin CatJ;olic political culture revealed by this 
survey is quite startling. Attitudes to the Catholic Church and to 
clerical authority varied little by class, region of birth or by age, almost 
90 per cent of the sample agreeing, for example, that the Catholic 
Church was the greatest force for good in [reland. Priests were 
accepted willingly as the natural social, economic and political leaders 
of the country, and their status was so high that the politicians of 
Leinster House were overshadowed. Cynicism about politicians and an 
accompanying suspicion oflaymen's attempts at social leadership were 
widespread, attitudes that had deep historical roots. One respondent 
conceded that the clergy 'might make mistakes' occasionally, but they 
were 'not out for themselves' and he would rather be wrong with his 
priest than 'right with those damn crooks in Dublin.' When asked 
wha, side they would take in the event of a clash between church and 
state, 87 per cent said that they would back their church.23 The 
politicians were described as being helpless in the face of such a social 
climate, and most important legislation was cleared with the clerical 
authorities in advance, informally.24 The Irish political process was 
heavily tinged by theocracy, because the culture willed it to be so. 

However, even in 1962, incipient change was visible. Those few 
who had completed secondary education were far more willing to 
question clerical prerogatives and formed an important but isolated 
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and alienated group, denied political authority both by their clergy 
and by the mass of their fellows. Whereas an extraordinary 88 per cent 
of the sample endorsed the proposition that the Church was the 
greatest force for good in the country, an equally striking 83 per cent 
of the educated group disagreed with it.25 The division between ' the 
educated and uneducated segments of the popuJation was enormous; 
while the rank and file of the Church's membership still looked to the 
Church for political, social and intellectual leadership, there was a 
'solid core of what we may call the intellectual elite who flatly deny 
the contention .. .' The researcher concluded that there was ' ... a 
fennent of disillusionment among the intellectuals as to the effica~ of 
the Church in the performance of her social functions.'2. 

In the early 1960s. then. an undercurrent of anti-clericalism ran 
through the educated stratum of a relatively uneducated nation. 
Hindsight suggests that the resentment of Church power dated back 
much farther. perhaps to the Mother and Child incident of 1951; it 
may be that the bishops. in sweeping aside the nascent 'Christian 
Democrat' tendency in Irish Catholic lay society in 1951. damaged the 
prospects for a lay political Catholicism irretrievably. Certainly, in 
1962. the better-educated resented the Church's social power bitterly. 
The researcher, an American Jesuit. commented worried1y that the 
Irish priest was caught in a dilemma; he was confronted by a slowly
emerging educated class which required more sophisticated answers to 
contemporary problems than the platitudes with which an older 
generation had been satisfied. but he was confronted on the other hand 
by 'the suspicious gaze' of the many simple people of the rural areas 
'who were hostile to change of any kind.'27 The researcher concluded 
that the Church avoided the problem by brooking no rivals: 

the Catholic church has progressively estranged the 
intellectual class. as our data conclusively in4icated. and 
has deprived itself as well as Ireland of that vitality both so 
desperately need by almost forcing the talented intellectual 
to seek his fortunes in some other country.28 "'. 

Evidently. much has changed since 1962. The educated segment of 
the population is far larger now than it .was in 1962. Vocations.lo the 
priesthood fell off rapidly in the 1960s as prosperity increased ~d 
other careers became available. The process of secularisation. familiar 
elsewhere in the west, occurred belatedly but rapidly in Ireland. and···· 
the Church lost. almost without realising it. the role of intellectual and , 
cultural arbiter that it once had. However, this secularisarion has not ' .. 
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been accompanied by any strengthening of the lay 'political class' in 
the political system. Older habits of deference and passivity die hard, 
and politicians who do not recognise the phrase still behave as though 
they feared a' belt of a crozier. The demise of the Church's secular 

'. leadership has left political society in the Republic in a curiously 
, le.aderless condition; it is not so much that Ireland is ungovernable as 
tliat there is no large group of people in the society who have the trust 
of the population, and can get its co-operation for medium- or long
term goals. In other words, Ireland has no political establishment; it 
combines'1)le cultural problems of an advanced country with the 
politics of 'an underdeveloped country. The weakening of the 
Church's power has put an end to its role as moral and, in effect 
political, arbiter for society as a whole, while providing no 
replacement. This 'political lag' may yet be made good, but in the 
meantime Ireland presents the strange spectacle of a small country 
with the political alienation of a very large one. 

The country is still in a state of transition. Changes in social and 
political attitudes are easiest to document by means of survey evidence 
and the most obvious changes have been in attitudes toward sexual and 
marital mores. Contraception, a taboo subject until the late 1960s, has 
had majority support for nearly a decade. More recently, traditional 
opposition to a divorce law has eroded; in 1971, only 22 per cent of 
the population favoured such a change, but the figure in 1982 is well 
over 40 per cent. Significantly, support for a change in the marriage 
law is closely related to age and to marital status, and the young 
married couples themselves are most in favour of such a change. 
Fianna F.ul supporters are far more resistant to change than supporters 
of other parties, and Fianna F~il has placed itself firmly on the 'right' 
of the political spectrum, in this respect at least.29 The recent public 
campaign against abortion appears to reflect an awareness of cultural 
change and a wish to anticipate the possible consequences of such 
cha8ge by using the device of a constinttional amendment to entrench 
the legal prohibition on abortion. ironically, a major effect of the pro
life campaign will be to publicise the issue and to normalise it as a 
topic for public discussion while adding little to the legal armoury of 
prohibitions against it. 

Attintdes toward the political process were less than benign rwenty 
years ago, and the state's weak legitimacy was compensated for by the 
superabundant legitimacy of the Church. It is not clear that politicians 
are regarded any more favourably nowadays. Certainly, Ireland's 
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traditional political scepticism was alive and well in 1972 when the 
Economic and Social Research Institute conducted an investigation 
into Irish political culture. They found that Irish people did not feel 
that the political authorities paid much attention to their opinions, and 
they were unsure of their ability to resist the implementation of policy 
by government; Chubb's authoritarianism was alive and well. 30 The 
local TD was still seen as the main point of access to the political 
system. In 1976, 35 per cent of the electorate felt that the best person 
to contact for political or administrative problems was the local TD, 
but attitudes toward politicians were rather unflattering, particularly in 
urban areas. Fine Gael supporters had a noticeably more positive view 
of their TDS.31 . • 

Whereas nearly 60 per cent of the voters surveyed in 1976 regarded 
their vote as being directed at choosing a government, a Taoiseach or a 
set of policies, over 40 per cent saw their franchise as being used to 
choose a TD to look after the needs of the constituency. More recent 
surveys indicate that the number of such 'localists' is gradually 
dropping, at a time when the number ofTDs and candidates willing to 
pander to localism is quite possibly still on the increase. Surveys 
generally indicate that the Irish electorate have very great faith in the 
efficacy of government action and believe the political leaders can 
solve the nation's problems of economic and social development. It is 
as though the voters believed in the efficacy of government, while 
expressing less than total regard, in their own electoral behaviour, for 
the national political process.32 It is not clear whether traditional 
'brokerage' in politics is declining; some recent research suggests that 
it may even be increasing because of bottlenecks in the administrative 
apparatus. 

There is little evidence that traditional attitudes toward nationalist 
ideology have changed very much in the last twenty-five years. The 
constitutional commitment to a united Ireland continues to be 
endorsed by public opinion in the Republic and there is, if anything, 
increased hostility in recent years toward. proposed solutions to the 
Northern Ireland problem which would involve indefihitely long 
periods of direct rule from London. Between 1973 and 1978, the 
ReptJolic's population developed slighdy 'harder' views .~ the 
question of Irish unity rather than, as many had expCl,ted, turruQg 
away from the prospect of closer involvement with the pqlitical. 
problems of Ulster. Such a turning-away did occur in the early 1970s. 
but was short-lived.33 Similarly, there is little support for changing the 
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irredentist features of the 1937 Constitution, Whatever about puritan 
Ireland being dead and gone, nationalist Ireland is alive and well. 

..Electoral behaviour 
,A commonplace of political journalism in reccnt years has been the 
Clajm that the Irish electorate has become increasingly volatile and less 
inclined to adhere to the traditional political allegiances. Underlying 
this generalisation is the idea that the nationalist and pious generalities 
that served Fianna Fail and Fine Gael as ideologies are less satisfactory 
to the yoin)g and that the electorate is becoming increasingly 
'unreliable' from the point of view of the larger parties. Sometimes 
there is a suggestion that media exposure, education, social mobility 
and affiuence have made the electorate more' available' to new kinds 
of politics, whether left-wing, fundamentalist-nationalist or 
. community' in ideological content. 

There has been an increase in electoral volatility in many western 
countries in recent years. Class voting and voting by religious 
affiliation have both decreased in the last thirty years, while support for 
rather small, single-issue partieS has increased. Typically, these new 
parties are radical, nationalist or 'ecologist' in general ideological 
character. Electorates have become more fluid, pardy because of the 
prosperity of the generations since 1945. The satisfaction of the 
material needs of entire populations to an historically unprecedented 
extent has, it is suggested. encouraged a drift towards 'post-materialist' 
issues, such as pollution, the environment, the I quality of life', aesthetic 
improvement of cities and the democratisation of economic 
institutions.34 However, Ireland appears to be relatively little affected 
by such issues as yet, with the partial exception of feminist causes, and 
the country's politics appear to be still broadly in the 'materialist' 
political phase; Irish politics are determinedly bread-and-butter in 
character. 

A ""'ful way of approaching this question of volatility is to look at 
broad regional variations in support for ltish political parties over the 
decades since the foundation of the state. Table 5 displays in summary 
form the regional variations in voter support for Pianna Fail since the 
early 1920s.35 Fianna Fail is the largest party in the system, and it has 
been dominant for most of the period since 1927. The party's support 
has always oscillated in a characteristic fashion between the eastern 
regions and the western regions of the country, and it has had, 
historically, a pronounced bias toward the west, visible even today. 
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Survey research indicates that the party has a hard core of support that 
is derived to a great extent from traditional, inherited family loyalties, 
a fact reflected in the lack of violent variation in the party's vote in the 
last forty years or so. 

The party's electoral history falls rather neady into three phases: 
1923 to 1938, 1943 to 1965 and 1969 to the present. In the first phase 
the party had a very strong western bias, at a time when the western 
areas were far mOre demographically dominant than they are now, and 
it was far weaker in the Dublin area at a time when Dublin was 
demographically less important. Gradually, the party's western vote 
waned, until by 1943 its support was distributed evenly acrGo's the 

Table 5 Regional Vanations in Voter Support for Fianna Fail (Sinn Fein 1923). 
1923-1982, in percentages, rounded 

, b , d , f 
Election Total Centre Heartland W estern N orthern Difference 
Ycar Vote (Dublin (Leinstc:r, Periphery Periphery between 

Area) Munster less {Connacht. (Ulster. band d 
Dublin. Louth Clare. Kerry) Louth) 
Cure, Kerry) 

" .. " ... " ... 
1923 28 17 25 39 23 +22 

1927 (I) 26 24 24 33 27 +9 

1927 (2) 35 27 33 45 33 + 18 

1932 45 34 43 55 40 + 21 

19)3 50 43 45 61 SO + 18 • 
1937 45 41 42 53 50 +12 

1938 52 49 48 61 51 +12 

1943 42 45 40 43 43 -2 

1944 49 52 46 51 52 -1 

1948 42 39 41 45 45 +6 

1951 46 46 46 45 49 - 1 

1954 43 39 44 45 46 +6 

1957 48 47 SO 48 47 +1 

1961 44 45 42 43 49 - 2 

1%5 48 48 47 48 SO 0 

1969 46 40 46 52 48 +12 

1973 46 40 47 53 46 +13 

!9n 51 47 52 55 43 ' + 8 

1981 45 41 4S 52 42 +11 

1982 47 43 47 55 46 +12 , 
entire country. This 'national' profile persisted until the late 19605, 
when the party reverted to a western 'tilt' reminiscent of its pre~\var 
configuration. As column f indicates, the party's support was 'far mo(~ 
volatile in the pre-war period, but a new volatility bas crept in since 
the late 1960s. As Peter Mair has suggested, this is far more an urban , 
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phenomenon than a rural onF; pre-war volatility was rural and 
agrarian, post-war volatility was urban. The renewed strength of 

" Fianna FOil in the rural areas in the last decade may be connected with 
" .the rise to dominance of a new generation of backbench IDs, 

.. £Iourishing in rural areas where brokerage politics are successful. The 
pri~e for this new ruralism has been the detachment of some of its 
Duhlin strength. However, overall volatility in the fianna f~il vote is 
not impressive . 

In general, the same is true for Fine Gael, although the party's long
term volatility is greater than Fianna Fill's, reflecting the different 
structure of its' support. Fine Gael has a smaller hard core of loyalists 
and a larger floating support, particularly among farmers, perhaps 
re£lecting the old Centre Party tradition. Fine Gael's electoral history 
also exhibits phases: gradual decline from the 1920s until the war 
years, and gradual reconstruction after the war on quite different lines. 
It has never had a clear regional bias, but has in recent years become 
increasingly strong in Dublin and the other large towns, thereby 
echoing a bias it had had as Cumann na nGaei in the 1920s. 

Volatility increases as the size ',of the party decreases; it is far more 
visible in the Labour Party's support and in the minor groups. While 
the Labour vote has usually been fairly stable at about ten per cent, it 
has been subject to pronounced peak-and-valley effects, with low 
points in the 1930s, 1950s and 1980s and high points in the 1940s and 
late 1960s. Minor parties, once very important in Irish politics, have 
been unimportant since the early 1960s but the recent emergence of 
the Workers' Party may change this. It is notable that the Workers' 
Party is a radical socialist party; previous radicalisms which won 
parliamentary representation in the DOiI were nationalist or 'Christian 
Democrat', 

The major political parties are becoming more rather than less 
dominant in the system; Fine Gael expands at the expense not so much 
of Fiaftna FOil but of Labour and the others, while Labour is squeezed 
at the other side by the Workers' Party and the independent socialists. 
It may be that Fine Gael is growing not only electorally but also in 
organisational sophistication and internal discipline, just as Fianna F~il 
is losing its fabled internal cohesion because of its leaders' apparent 
inability to solve the problem of the apostolic succession to Sean 
Lemass. 36 As Irish society grows more complex. more 'modem' and 
more mobile, the party system has been undergoing a great 
simplification. We are perhaps nearer to a two-party system than ever 
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before. Such an outcome would be logical; as Irish society becomes 
more integrated by modem communications, it may be becoming less 
localist. Prior to the 1960s, most of the old minor parties had rather 
pronounced regional bases: Clann na Talmhan, for instance, was 
virtually a Connacht party, while Labour was strongest in the south
eastern regions. Even the large parties were forced to bend to this 
pressure, and became dominated by localist satraps. As local identities 
grow weaker and as the number of distinct social categories increases, 
the possibilities of building a tightly-organised, national 'catch-all' 
party increase, and the attractions of such a party also increase. There 
may be long-term pressures favouring the emergence of a two-~arty 
system. 

Conclusion 
1957 is conventionally thought of as the end of an era, as marking the 
final exhaustion of the ideas of the first generation of political leaders. 
In many ways. the twenty-five years since then have seen a similar 
exhaustion of political ideas. The nationalist • social democracy' of 
Lemass appears to be working rather creakily, if at all, and the North
South good feelings of the mid-sixties appear remote indeed. In the 
late 1950s, the possibilities of action by the state to achieve social and 
economic goals appeared immense; such ideas were the conventional 
wisdom of' advanced' or liberal political thought at the time. In 1982, 
however, the state appears to have entangled itself in political nets 
from which it cannot be extricated. and backbench politics rather than 
scientific government dominates much of its behaviour. 'Planning', for 
instance, was a vogue word in the 1950s, and conjured up images of 
rational, 'scientific' and 'Swedish' styles of social management. It now 
appears as irrelevant to Irish political life as does the 1930s concept of 
intellectual censorship which died in the 1950s. 

The great changes which occurred in Irish life in the last twenty
five years have tended to occur independently of state action, beyond 
the control of state or ecclesiastical authorities. At the s;~e time, the 
tightly-organised moral community centred on tbe church, so taken 
for granted in the 1950s, has given way to a more individualistic and 
impersonal mode of social organisation; the freedom and alienatiol.' of 
the rest of the West has come to Ireland. The 'corporate' style" of 
labour relations fostered by governmental 'policy over the last tw';',. 
decades appears to have reached some limit of possibilities and will · 
scarcely last much longer. Political life is still a matter of the parish 
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pump writ large at national level, but the pressures to change this old
fashioned style of politics are gerting stronger; certainly, localist 
politics have become very expensive. 

This exhaustion of political ideas resembles that of the 1950s, but 
'. has happened for different reasons. In the 1950s, the failure of much 
"of the original nationalist programme forced a rethink, whereas it is 
the success of the new departures of the 1950s that have led to the 
vacuUm now~ they were so successful that it seemed they merely 
needed to be applied again and again indefinitely. The intellectual 
confusion '''''gendered by success was compounded by the irruption of 
the North into the politics of the Republic since 1969. The North's 
refusal to go away has forced the political heirs of Sinn Fein in Dublin 
to take stock of their inherited political postures on partition, postures 
that many of them really do not wish to examine too closely. The 
internal disarray of Fianna Fail has been aggravated by ideological 
confusion brought on by the Northern Ireland crisis. Furthermore, the 
concern of many of our best and most senior politicians with the 
North and with the constitutional consequences in the Republic of any 
rapprochement with Ulster and :British political forces has distracted 
them from the task of thinking about how best the Republic can be 
governed in the 1980s. 

I started this essay with the notion of political life as a behavioural 
system which becomes institutionalised, and I think it is obvious that 
social and cultural change has outstripped the Irish political system's 
capacity to adapt, at least in the short run. Politics and administration 
have become out of gear with each other, mainly because the different 
sets of principles that underlie representative politics on the one hand 
and hureaucratised administration on the other have come increasingly 
into conflict; politicians have come under increasing public pressure to 
deliver more in the traditional localist style, whereas civil servants 
attempt to achieve coherent administration by passive resistance to 
sucil" pressures. On the input side again. politicians perceive that 
reform does not bring voces, at least in the short run, and the 
secretiveness of administrators, combined with this perception, ensures 
that the better government oflreland never becomes an election issue. 
Perhaps a long tradition of secret government and a parallel tradition 
of little public discourse about government lies behind much of our 
present malaise. In Ireland, secrecy and politics go hand in hand; some 
things never change. 
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Aer 

At first glance, the role of Aer Rianta 
might seem simple. To ensure that 
Ireland's three international airports at 
Dublin, Cork and Shannon operate 
effectively and efficiently. 

That alone takes some doing. 
Already we cope with over 4 million passengers a year. By 1990, 
Dublin alone may well ~ave to cater for 5V, million. Planning for 
that scale of expansion demands skill, enterprise and courage. 
But Aer Rianta doesn't stop there. 
We earn' money - for ourselves and for Ireland. Our total turnover 
is now touching £60 million. Duty-Free and Mail Order sales and 
overseas consultancy training programrnes earn valuable foreign 
revenue. Our catering staff at Shannon turn out in-flight meals for 
a dozen different airlines. Our tourism activities bring in over 
20,000 tourists. 
That's Aer Rianta in a nutstieH. . 
Working today. Planning for tomorrow. Helping Ireland become 
more and more international. . 

Dublin, Cork, Shannon 
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START RIGHT AWAY! 
You'ro an Irish business person who 
will be attending business conventions 
abroad In the coming year. You'll be 
in Britain. France. Germany. Or 
Wherever. You'll be meeting con
vention organisers and delegates in 
the course of your stay. And you'll 
be talking to them. 
AI! you have to do is make sure that 
the next convention in your particular 
line is held right here. In Ireland. 

We're the Con .... ention Bureau of 
IrelanQ. We're made up of a wide 
spectrum of Irish business professional 
and trade interests. Our sale aim is 
to promote business conventions in 
this country. We'll give practical help. 

And financial help. And we'll go a long 
way to giving you the best convention 
ever. 

You're not alone. You're backed by 
the Convention Bureau of Ireland 
which is still helping promote business 
meetings to this country. Over half 
the international COnVGntions held in 
Ireland last yea r ca me from business 
contacts initially made by Irish business 
and professional people. 
Help us do better I 

These posts are unpaid. But both 
you and your business will benefit 
To say nothing of your country ! 

For full details, please contaC1: 

Convention~ 
BureaU@!~ 

Bon:! Fiilte ·Irish Tourist Bo.rd 
13 Pembroke Row, Dublin 2. Tol : (01) 765871 
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JOHN BLACKWELL 

Twenty five years ago, the Irish economy had many features of a 'less 
developed COWltry'. These included a high dependence on agriculture 
for output and employment. high unemployment and emigration and a 
low standard of living. In addition, we lacked many natural resources 
and made poor use of those we had; the skills used in our industries 
were low level; and there was little evidence of that most intangible of 
resources, enterprise. 

The economy was vulnerable to outside events as both imports and 
exports were significant relative to output. Imports were 33 per cent 
of output and exports were 29 per cent of output. Both capital and 
labour moved outside the economy in significant quantities. Between 
1951 and 1961 net emigration was '409,000. This meant that, on 
average 4 per cent of the labour force left the country each year - an 
exceptionally high figure. When this figure is put together with the 
unemployment figure (in 1957 59,000 were on the Wlemployed 
register) a large disparity between the potential labour force and the 
level of employment emerges. 

Output and living standards 
In the period 1957-80 matters improved considerably:Gross National 
Product, the total output of goods and services, more thaI' doubled. 
The average annual rate of increase in Gross 'National Product was 3.7 
percent per annum over the period. This was almost double the,ate of 
increase of 2.0 percent which occurred in the 1947-57 peripd. 
Expressing output per head of population, the difference in grow'tl) 
rates between the periods is less: 3.3 percent per arulUm over 1957-80'· 
by contrast with 2.3 percent over 1947-57. The break in economic' 
performance does not coincide exactly with the first year of the 

43 



'. 

Unequal Achievement , 

Economic Programme of 1958-63. Nineteen sixty-one marks a turning 
point as the years between 1958 and 1961 marked a recovery from 
deRression. The growth rate of. output over 1961-73 was more than 

'double that over each of the two periods 1947-57 and 1955-61 
(Kennedy and Dowling. 1975). Since 1957, two contrasting periods 
ca'nbe identified. In 1957-73, the average annual growth of GNP was 
4.0 'F-ercent per annum while in 1973-80, the average annual 
growtll of output was 3.2 percent. The rate of increase in population 
was higher. in the later period, hence output per head grew at an 
average annu~1 rate of 2.1 percent over 1973-80 by contrast with 
a growth rate Of 3.9 percent for output per head over 1957-73. Not 
only was the growth rate lower in the period since 1973 but output 
was more volatile: the growth rate ranged from 1.2 percent in 1976 to 
6.1 percent in 1977. 

Despite the higher growth rate in Ireland since the late 1950's, our 
living standard still lags behind those of our European neighbours. 
Indeed, in the period 1960-79, the gap between the Irish GNP per 
capita and those of other BEC q,WItries widened. living standards in 
the other EEC countries are between twice and three times the Irish. 
There is one exception, the United Kingdom. In 1960 the output per 
head in Ireland was just over half that in the UK, in 1979 it was two 
thirds the UK figure. (World Bank 1981; Ferris, 1981). 

It is worthwhile to look at the output trends in the broader context, 
provided by the economic performance of the principal industrial 
market economies in the period since 1870. In the period 1870-1950 
the average annual rate of growth of Gross Domestic Product (GNP 
less net property income from abroad) in sixteen advanced capitalist 
countries was 2.3 per cent (Maddison 1980). By contrast, in the period 
1950-70 the average annual rate of growth in these cOWItries was 4.9 
per cent. There was a break in performance in 1973, with the rate of 
growth being 3.2 per cent a year over 1970-79 as a whole and 2.4 per 
cent ~ year over 1973-79. It is quite likely. therefore, that the 1950s 
and the 1960, will come to mark a 'golden age' in the economy of 
advanced capitalist cOWItries taken as a whole. That period was 
marked by reductions in barriers to trade, government promotion of 
demand. relatively modest increases in conswner prices and a backlog 
of projects to be WIdertaken; since 1973 there has been more rapid 
inflation, a decline in commitment by governments to increase 
demand and a fall in productivity (Maddison, 1980). 

The rise in output per head is an indication of the increase in living 
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standards in our period. The eighty percent rise in personal 
consumption per head in real terms over 1957-80 (or an average 
annual increase of 2.6 percent per annum) is another. Disposable 
personal income (that is, income from the labour market plus transfer 
payments, mainly from govenunent, less direct taxes on income and 
wealth) has increased. In real terms, it doubled ove< the twenty-three 
years between 1957 and 1980. To what extent does this add up to a 
genuine increase in economic well-being? There are many dimensions 
to human well-being which even the broadest economic measure will 
not capture. Even as a measure of economic well-being, there are 
well-known deficiencies in output per person. For instance, it dges not 
take account of changes in the distribution of income over time. Irish 
statistics on the distribution of income are lamentably deficient in 
coverage and frequency, but the fragmentary evidence which is 
available shows no indication of a tendency towards greater equality in 
the distribution of income. The available data shows that there was 
litde change in the degree of inequality in the decade up to 1975: If 
anything, the distribution of income became more unequal (Stark, 
1977). 

The output per head measure takes no account of the disutilities 
which come with economic 'development' - pollution, urban blight, 
congestion, noise. Moreover. some output, such as that of the security 
industry and of policing, can be classed as 'regrettable necessities'. 
These points suggest that an increaso in output per head overstates the 
'true' increase in well being. It can also be argued that it under
estimates it in another respect. An increase in output can mean that 
people do not have to work so hard. As the average work-week 
shortens, and holidays extend, people enjoy an increase in leisure 
which should be counted as an increase in well-being. Between 1957 
and 1981, the average hours worked in transportable goods industries 
by adult males fell from 46.5 to 43.0, a relatively small decline over a 
period of twenty-four years. Moreover, to the extc.nt that 'moon
lighting' could have increased in the interim, there may have been 
litde decline in the average work week. Thus, individu"als have not 
tended to 'purchase' leisure by giving up money income., This is 
explicable given relative earnings in Ireland compared to .other 
countries, the relatively small number of multi-eamer households 
compared with other countries and the larger family size in Irelan~. 
On the other hand, there has been a shift in employment towards 
'white-collar' services where average hours worked are less than in \ 
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other sectors. (In 1979, average hours worked per week in public 
administration were 40.9 by comparison with 43.2 in all industry
Eurostat, 1981.) On balance, though, the measure of output per 
person is likely to overstate the I true • increase in economic well-being. 
\ . Even if all correction could be made, would households perceive 
tha, their lot 'Was a better one? Not necessarily, for two reasons. First, 
wanes,or 'needs' tend to increase over time. Second. households may 
relate their satisfaction to their relative income position. A study of 30 
surveys from 19 developed and less developed COWl tries showed that: 

, 
In all societies; more money for the individual typically means more 
individual happiness. However, raising the incomes of all does not 
increase the happiness of all. .. individuals assess their material well
being not in terms of the absolute amount of goods they have, but 
relative to a social norm of what goods they ought to have (Easterlin, 
1973, pAl. 

Economic growth can increase discontent. In a society as unequal as 
that ofIreiand, it is difficult not ,to ascribe the evident rise in tension 
over income shares to frustrated expectations about the benefits of 
economic growth, an increasing perception of the extent of economic 
inequality and the capricious redistribution of income and wealth 
which occurs as a result of a sharply higher rate of inflation. 

Finally, there is need to consider the impact of the rise in the price 
of imports relative to the price of exports between 1973 and 1980. 
This happened largely because the price of oil increased faster than 
agricultural prices in some years. When this happens, the change in 
GNP is no longer a good indicator of the change in the volume of 
resources which are available for domestic spending in the form of 
domestic consumption (both private and public) and domestic invest
ment. This is because a greater proportion of output must be exported 
in ordh to purchase the same quantity of imports. When a correction 
is made for this, the average annual increase in real GNP per head in 
the 1973-80 period was a negligible 0.3 per cent per annum. The 
disparity between this and the average annual increase of 2.6 per cent 
per annum in real disposable personal income in this period is 
explained as follows. The extent of the increase in living standards in 
1973-80 was made possible only by a huge increase in the current 
balance of payments. This was, in turn, fmanced largely by substantial 
borrowing abroad and by a decline in the official external reserves. 
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This borrowing has to be serviced and ultimately repaid. It is in this 
sense that the increase in living standards which occurred over 1973-80 
is • unsustainable'. 

Some of the increase in personal incomes which occurred in the 
1960s and 1970s was due to an increase in transfer payments. In 1957. 
transfer payments by government accounted for 7.6 per cent of 
personal incomes in aggregate; in 1979 the figure was 12.7 per cent. 

One of the features of the period since 1957 has been the 
acceleration in the rate of price inflation. Over the entire period 1957-
81, the average annual rate of price inflation was 8.6 per cent 
(Consumer Price Index). There was, however, a marked CI!mtrast 
between the period 1960-70. with an inflation rate of 4.8 per cent a 
year. and the period 1970-81 when the inflation rate was 14.4 per cent 
a year. Some of this reflected inflation in the rest of the world. In 
particular. up to the break in the link with sterling in 1979. the rate of 
inflation was heavily influenced by that of the United Kingdom. 

Output and Employment by Sector 
Significant changes occurred in output and in employment by sector in 
the period 1957-80. In 1957. 433,000 people or 38 per cent of total 
employment worked in agriculture. By 1980. employment in the 
sector had faUen co 220,000 or 19 per cent of aU employment. This 
amounts to an average annual decline of9,300 per annum. By conrrast. 
employment in industry in 1957 acCounted for 25 per cent of total 
employment; by 1980 it accounted for 32 per cent of aU employment. 
The average annual increase in employment in industry over 1957-80 
was 1,300. Thus. the increase in employment in industry compensated 
for only a fraction of the decline in employment in agriculture. Most 
of the increase in employment in industry over the period - 61.000 
out of 91,000 - occurred in manufacturing industry. By far the biggest 
increase in employment occurred in the service sc.ctor: an average 
annual increase of 6,500 per annum, pushing up .. the share of 
employment in this sector from 37 per cent in 1957 to 49 per cent in 
1980. However. this cloaks another change which occurred. that is a 
shift towards 'service-type' jobs - work in the service sector together 
with the 'non-productive' occupations within agriculture and industry 
(eg transport and financial occupations). Over 50 per cent of tlte 
increase in employment outside the agricultural sector between 196} 
and 1971 occurred in service-type employment, of which one-thira 
was in industrial services (NESC 1977). 
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In 1958. output of agriculture accounted for 26 per cent of total 
output. while industry produced 29 per cent of all output. By 1980. 
the share of agriculture had fallen to 14 per cen~ The share of the 
service sector increased slightly. to 48 per cent in 1981. These trends 
are typical of the change from a less developed or developing 
ecoQ,omy to a more developed one·. (Ireland is now classed as one of 
the <ignteen industrial market economies by the World Bank). In the 
typical pattern of development. the economy moves from a position 
where agriculture accounts for a large proportion of employment but a 
lower proporti~n of output indicating a sector with low income and 
low productivity. As a shift in employment between agriculture and 
other sectors occurs, there is an increase in output per person in 
agriculture. Output per person in industry is higher than in 
agriculture. hence the shift in employment towards industry gives rise 
to an increase in aggregate output. Evenmally the income per head in 
agriculture will be closer to that of industry. as the employment 
income shares of agriculture converge. Over the period 1958-80; 
output per person in agriculture increased by 5.3 per cent per annum 
on average - this is likely to understate the 'true' underlying rate. as 
1979 and 1980 were depressed years in agriculture. In this twenty-two 
year period. output per person in industry increased by 4.2 per cent 
per annum, on average. 

Population, labour force and employment 
Between the late 1840s and 1961 the population had more or less 
continuously declined. reaching a low point of2.818 million in 1961. 
Between 1961 and 1979 the population increased at an accelerating 
rate. In the 1971-79 period there was an exceptionally high rate of 
increase in population of 1.5 per cent a year on average. This rate of 
increase comes around mid-way between that for a western European 
counlI1 and that of less developed country. For the first time ever. 
there was net immigration - of 109.000 between 1971 and 1979. A 
further increase in population of 1.1 per cent a year occurred between 
1979 and 1981. 

The labour force increased by 1.6 per cent a year over 1971-79 
inclucling an increase in the female labour force by 2.2 per cent a year. 
This reflected the rise in population and an increase in labour force 
participation rates in some age groups among women (although this 
was offset by marked declines in participation among those aged 55 
and over). 
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In the period 1957-80, the increase in total employment has been 
only 26,000 or a little over a thousand a year on average. In this period 
there was a big increase in public sector employment: from 117,600 in 
1961 to 214,300 in 1979; in the eight year period 1971-79 alone, the 
rise in public sector employment was 56 per cent (Sexton, 1982). Job 
losses in manufacturing industry in the 1970s (many were associated 
with an increase in imports) were greater than anticipated. Much of 
these increased imports resulted from either the trade liberalisation 
which began with unilateral tariff reductions in 1963 and 1964, 
conrinued with the Anglo-Irish Free Trade Area of 1965 and ended 
with accession to the EEC in 1973, or losses in competitiveness. Many 
firms were driven to increase invesnnent or to change techniques of 
production in order to withstand competition but these changes were 
often associated with reductions in employment. At mid 1982, under 
the impact of a recession, unemployment was 150,000 or higher than 
at any time in the period since 1957. 

Women in the economy 
The change in the role of women has been one of the most striking 
features of the.past twenty five years but equally notable has been the 
resistance to changes in their role. Up to the early 1970s it was widely 
accepted that the prime role of women was in the home. This was 
exemplified by the marriage bar in the public service, the denial to 
women of entry to certain skilled occUpations and professions and the 
small number of females receiving third level education particularly in 
science and technology. The results of this interaction of values, 
regulations and response to economic incentives were manifold. In 
1961 only 29 per cent of all women and only 5 per cent of married 
women were in the labour force. There was a high degree of 'sex 
segregation' in employment: in 1962, 22 per cent of women were in 
occupations where women accounted fo{ 90 per cent. or more of all 
persons and 36 per cent of women were in oc~uparions V{here women 
accounted for 70 per cent or more of all persons. In 1957, the average 
hourly earnings of women in transportable goods industries were 57 
per cent of the male wage. In 1971, only 4,500 women had a scio.~ 'fie 
or technological qualification by contrast with 17,400 men. . '. , 

While legislation hastened change, attitudes were at least "" 
important. Changes in regulation occurred in the latter hall of the last . 
25 years. The ending of the marriage bar in the public service was ' 
operative from 31 July 1973. The Anti-Discrimination (Pay) Act, 
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1974. came into operation on December 1975 and established the right 
of men and women employed on life-work by the same employer to 
equal pay. The Employment Equality Act. 1977 came into operation 

.. ' on 1 July 1977. prohibiting discrimination on grounds of sex or marital 
' status in recruitment, training or provision of opportunities for 

promotion. While participation rates in the labour force increased 
betwe~n 1961 and 1979 (for women aged 20-54) these rates are still 
much lower than the Western European average. If the labour force 
parricipati"n rate for women in Ireland were equal to that of the EEe 
as a whole 'in 1979. there would be another 90.400 in the female 
labour force. 

In 1981. average hourly earnings of women in transportable goods 
industries were 68' per cent of those of males. The increased number of 
women in the labour force has many causes. These include a decline in 
average family size (the average number of childten is now three 
(1981) compared to four in 1971). the availability of labour-saving 
devices for the home and increased employment in public service 
(which offers greater employment opportunities for women and a 
shorter average work week). In'other words. not only have there been 
changes in attitudes to women working but women have responded to 
economic incentives in the form of increased real earnings and an 
increase in productivity of household goods. 

Agriculture 
The growth rate in agriculture since 1957 is disappointing by 
comparison with potential although it is respectable if compared with 
the stagnation of the preceding decades. From 1977 to 1978. gross 
output in agriculture (including changes in livestock numbers) 
increased at an annual rate of 2.8 per cent. These figures overstate the 
position. The increase in output was matched by an increase in inputs. 
Whq,n these are accounted for. the average growth rate comes out as 
1.8 per cent per annum. A good deal of interest centres on the impact 
of EEe member.;hip on agriculture. While the response of Irish 
farmers to the higher EEe prices has been a matter of no little contro
versy. EEC accession seems to have had little effect on the growth rate 
of gross agricultural output (Sheehy. 1980). 

The lack of discernible effects of EEC entry is all the more notable 
given the huge capital investment which occurred in agriculture in that 
period. At 1980 prices. total investment in agriculture in the 1970s was 
over £1,600 million. yet at the end of the decade the cattle herd had 
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not increased (Matthews, 1981). Furthermore state expenditure on 
agriculture (eg. on disease eradication) has had a demonstrably poor 
return. It is likely that a duality exists in agriculture as it exists in 
industry. There is some evidence that the increase in output which did 
occur was conftned to a minority of fanns; the remainder showed no 
growth or even a decline (Matthews, 1981). 

Little effort has been made to address these problems. Almost all 
land transfers are within the farm family through inheritance thereby 
making the entty of enterprising operators who are outside the family 
almost impossible. There has been little move towards performance 
criteria for state aids. While a Government White Paper of 4979 
(Ireland 1979) said that 'the Government are in favour of a resource 
tax in principle', nothing has happened, even though such a land tax 
would lead to a more efficient use ofland. 

Industry 
There has been a growth of 5.7 per cent per annum in output of trans" 
portable goods industries over 1957-58, and an increase of 4.0 per cent 
a year in output per person in these industries. This has been associated 
with a marked rise in manufactured goods exports: between 1963 and 
1978, manufactured exports increased from 7.3 per cent to 24.9 per 
cent of Gross Domestic product (Nolan, 1981). In the face of a 
sluggish growth in world trade in the 1970s, Ireland's export share of 
developed countries manufactured goo~s exports increased by two and 
a half times between 1970 and 1980. 

Much of this has been due to an influx of new firms stimulated by 
investment incentives. government factory building and tax reliefs 
dating from the late 1950s. The 'active policy period' in the case of 
industrial policy has been held to date from 1958 (Moore, Rhodes and 
Traling, 1978). By 1974 new industry (which received new industry 
grants) accounted for over 60 per cent of industrial exports (McAleese, 
1977). There is a duality in Irish industry, \vith domestic industry 
concentrating on the home market and contributing relati"V«ly little to 
the increase in output, exports and employment. Hence, the changes 
in nature of industry wit/,i" the industrial sector have been as notable 
as the changes between onc sector and another. . 

Planning in the 1960s and 1970s " 
At around the nadir of the depression in December 1957 the wo.rk 
which culminated in Economic Development of 1958 was initiated. This \ 
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study of national development problems and opportunities (Ireland, 
( 1958B) was prepared by the Secretary of the Department of Finance in 

\ c~-operation with others and was completed in May 1958. This laid 
.... ~ the foundations for the first economic programme. In retrospect, it is 

\ striking that Economic Development laid much stress on what would now 
.~ called 'supply side measures': on the need to stimulate output and 
efficiency and to encourage enterprise, in part by avoiding unduly 
high rates of taxation. High taxation was seen as 'one of the greatest 
impediments to economic progress because of its adverse effects on 
saving ana \on enterprise' (p. 21). There was little mention of 
employment as. an increase in the rate of growth of output was the way 
in which employment could be increased. 'There would be nothing to 
be gained by setting up fanciful employment targets: failure to reach 
such targets would only produce disillusionment' (p.207). In these and 
in many other respects, Economic Development reads as a startlingly 
modern tract for our times. It puts a commendable emphasis on 
agriculture as a potential source of output. 

The first Programme for Ecollomic Expansion (Ireland 1958A), which 
covered the period 1959 to 196~ inclusive expected that its implemen
tation would lead to an increase of real national income of some 2 per 
cent per annum or twice that of the period 1949-1956. The 
programme put much emphasis on . productive' expenditure and 
sought an increase in national output of marketed goods which would 
be sold in export markets. The programme expected a fall in social 
capital expenditure. In this regard it echoed Economic Development 
which stated: 

Positive action by the Goverrunent, a slowing down in housing and 
certain other forms of social investment will occur from now on 
because needs are virtually satisfied over wide areas of the State. 
(Ireland, 1958B, pp.3-4) . 

• 
The programme anticipated free trade and stressed the need to move 
away from protection and to promote exports. Thus, the programme 
was firmly committed to 'outward-looking' policies which were to 
influence industrial policy throughout the next two and a half decades. 
The emphasis was to be on export promotion rather than the substi
tution of imports: in this respect policy differs from the many less 
developed countries which emphasise import substitution. Foreign 
investment was welcomed in the first programme whereas formerly 
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foreign ownership had been discouraged. Another feature of the 
programme was the emphasis on the private sector. 'The Government 
favours the system of private ownership of industry and will not be 
disposed to enter any manufacturing field in which private enterprise 
is already operating successfully'. (Ireland, 1958A, paragraph 108) 

The emphasis on 'productive' investment can be seen from the 
attitude to foreign borrowing: 'Any external borrowing wiIl ' be 
confined to the financing of productive projects'. (Paragraph 136) 

The target for real output growth in the first programme was 
comfortably exceeded and the Second Programme for Economic Expansion 
(Ireland 1963, 1964A) was issued: its chief objective was to rai", the 
aggregate real income by 50 per cent over the 1960-70 period. The 
Programme was intended to cover the years 1964 to 1970 but was 
effectively abandoned by early 1968. This programme was a more 
detailed exercise in setting targets. 

From 1964 to 1967, there was a respectable growth in the volume of 
output although less than that envisaged under the programme. 
Imports increased more rapidly than had been anticipated and the 
employment target was not reached. The Third Programme: Economk 
and Social Development (Ireland, 1969) was due to run to the end of 
1972. It was drawn up against the background of the National 
Industrial Economic Council1 report on full employment and there 
was more emphasis on employment targets. While the second 
programme's target of a 50 per cent increase in real income in the 
1960s was realised in a 52 per cent growth - the target for output for 
the third programme was below that projected. Employment was less 
than projected in all sectors and job losses in manufaclUting industry 
were higher than expected. The other unexpected result was that the 
increases in current and capital public expenditure were much greater 
than anticipated. To sum up the period of the second and third 
programmes: there was a respectable growth in output even if it was 
below expectations. there was little increase, in emplgyment and a 
sharper fall in agricultural employment than had been expected. 
Increased productivity contributed more to the increases in output 
than had been expected. The most significant divergence occurred in 
the public sector. Ironically, while the programmes set out targets·for 
the private sector, they were unable to ensure that the 'plans' had an. 
impact on the public sector itself . 

The Irish planning experience of the 1960s and early 1970s issimilar -
to that of Britain in the 1960s: an early enthuSlasm gives way to 
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disillusion as plan targets fail to be achieved. Too much was expected 
of the plans in both cases, given that policy instnuncnts were either 
not -3.v;t.ilable to correct deviations from target - or if available were 
regar ied as unpalatable. ]n Ireland there was an increasing pre
Occt.pation with specifying detailed targets: the apogee of this was the 
rePOrt on agr~culture in the second programme where extraordinarily 
detailed . targets were given (Ireland, 1964). Planning is eventually 
about policies. The reviews of the second and third programmes 
tended to cqncentrate on comparisons of target with outcome rather 
than on policy. In a number of instances, targets were not achieved for 
reasons which were largely outside the influence of the planners. For 
example, the second programme was drawn up on assumptions of 
favourable external trade conditions and the avoidance of inflationary 
pressures. These assumptions were not realised in practice. 

The changes in policy required in order to achieve targets should 
have been elGlmined. The failure of the public sector to achieve its 
own targets can be blamed on the lack of coordination between the 
annual budget and the programmes. The second and third programmes 
had little influence over central and local government and state
sponsored bodies. 'Indicative planning' of the second and third 
programme type is designed to reduce uncertainty and to lower risk 
among those who undertake investment. Yet there is no indication that 
the planning influences the investment decisions of the public utilities 
(Bristow, 1979). In an economy as open as the Irish, it is difficult to say 
to what extent the outcomes were any different from what would have 
resulted without any attempts at planning. It has been widely agreed 
that the effects of the first programme were mainly achieved by its 
psychological impact, increasing public confidence. This is virtually an 
untestable proposition. If there were psychological effects, they can 
hardly have lasted more than a few years. 

Thl< problems of planning, and the difficulties of choosing between 
the different and conflicting ohjectives of economic growth, reducing 
economic fluctuations, increasing employment and reducing the rate 
of inflation applied equally to the succession of the Green and White 
Papers which were issued between 1976 (Ireland, 1976) and 1980 
(Ireland, 1980). This period saw the inexorable rise of public 
e"1'enditure. The Green and White Papers of the second half of the 
1970s were unable to avoid the ever widening balance in public 
finances which led to a rapid increase in the exchequer borrowing 
requirement. 
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Pay and the search for an income. policy 
Issues of pay and of pay differences were a constant source of dis

content: one of the themes of the period was and is the search for an 
effective pay policy. 

As less developed economies develop pay differences which are 
associated with varying skills generally widen and then become 
narrower as development matures (Philips. Brown. 1977). - As 
development takes off. the demand for skills which were previously 
little used increases. This is followed by increases in the supply of 
skilled workers. together with a rise in capital investment per worker 
and an increase in the proportion of less skilled workers whb are 
members of trade unions. In the Irish case, this narrowing of w<!'ge 
differences could be expected to be less due to the open labour 
market. The flexibility of the labour force is such that at times of high 
demand for labour it is augmented by former migrants who return to 
Ireland in response ta the increased job opportunities - as occurred in 
the 1970s. For the period 1947-66. there is little evidence of a change 
in the distribution. of earnings in transportable goods industries for 
males (Geary and 0 Muircheartaigh. 1974) and there are no data after 
1966. There is another reason why inequality could decline as the 
economy grows. The work force tends to shift from self employment 
to wage and salary employment where there is less inequality but. as 
indicated above. there is little evidence that this has had an effect in 
Ireland. : 

In the 1960s the goverrnnent tried to achieve wage restraint by 
exhortation. The main feature of the 1970s was centralised pay 
bargaining. The government was involved in moves which led to the 
first National Wage Agreement in December 1970; a succession of 
national Agreements followed. In 1979 there was a change to the first 
National Agreements followed. In 1979 there was a change to the first 
National Understanding. which marked the incorporation of signi
ficant elements other than pay: elements such as employment and 
National Understandings raised a number of contentious issues. In 
particular how the role of the goverrnnent as an employer (bargaining 
on pay) could be reconciled with the role of the governrrlent as 
manager of the public fmances (in bargaining on issues other than 
pay). The National Agreements might have been expected to compr~ss.. 
wage differences as, far instance, minimum increases were set in flat _ .. 
rate terms in a number of cases. However this must remain a suppo
sition until the distribution of earnings is examined. A low pay 
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p;oblem persists, as indicated by the wage mmima set under Joint 
Labour Committees. Finally, no policy has emerged to integrate tax 
am! social security. 

\Some Current Problems 
... The limitations of policy in a small open economy under free trade 

has be~D one lesson of the past twenty five years. 
The increased integration of the world economy sets limits to the 

ability of countries like Ireland to influence their economics. Indeed, 
an eminent e'cpnomist has remarked that 'the nation state is just about 
through as an economic unit' (Kindleberger, 1969, p.207). To sustain 
his case he points to the increase in the speed and volume of communi
cations, trade liberalisation. the rise of trans-national corporations and 
an increase in mobility of capital and labour across countries; these all 
lead to a decline in self-sufficiency for any individual country. Trans
national companies - that is, those which operate or control output in 
more than one country - are increasingly important to the Irish 
economy. Trans-national companies which commenced operation in 
the 1952-73 period with assistance from the Industrial Development 
Authority employed 45,000 by 1977 or about 25 per cent of the total 
work force in manufacturing (McAleese, 1978). These overseas firms 
accounted for 40 per cent of exports of manufacturing industry in 1974 
and accounted for two-thirds of exports of Irish manufactnring 
industry to markets outside the UK. 

The main difficulties which concern what used to be confidently 
called the mallagemfllt of the economy arise from the state of the public 
finances. A series of unbalanced budgets since 1974 has led to a huge 
increase in exchequer borrowing for current purposes. The public 
Capital Programme has given rise to additional borrowing. Much of 
this borrowing has been external, with the result that at June 1982 the 
exte'l'al government debt was £4,713 million against which could be 
set official external resources of £1,465 million. This situation not 
only reduces the room to manoeuvre in budgetary policy but the 
servicing and repayment of the debt \vill reduce living standards. 
Further room for action in budgetary policy is limited by an 
exceedingly high current balance of payments deficit related to output. 

The absence of any formal evaluation of the public capital 
programme, including its distributive impacr, has been one of the 
biggest policy failures. Between 1957 and 1981 the public capital 
programme in real terms increased seven-fold. Associated with this, the 
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ratio of investment to Gross Domestic Product increased from 16 per 
cent in 1958 to around 30 per cent in the late 1970s and early 1980s, 
yet the return from the additional capital investment has fallen. 
Despite the increase in the Public Capital Programme (38 per cent in 
real terms over 1978-81 alone) there has been little evidence of 
improvement in facilities such as transport. The restoration or increase 
of the previous level of social amenities, for example in transport and 
in urban amenities, is likely to be a policy issue given the continual 
increase in population around the larger urban areas. Vet this is likely to 
require a diversion of resources from current consumption at a time 
when little or no increase in real personal incomes is likely to occt.ft". 

It will also be more difficult to achieve social policy aims without a 
more precise articulation of aims and a greater concentration on distri
butive issues. The 'dividend' , in the form of increased tax receipts, 
from economic growth is unlikely to be available to the same extent to 
fund social programmes. . 

A final set of problems concerns industrial policy. The importation 
of international technology has enabled a steady rise in output per 
head to be achieved but the domestic firms which concentrate on the 
home market have been much less successfuL The policy problem is 
whether these domestic firms will continue to suffer the adverse 
effects of import competition, including that from the newly 
industrialising countries. 

One notable irony arises from any examination of public policy and 
the economy over the past two and half decades. The issues of the 
aggregate economy received a lot of attention but policies were often 
directed to areas where there was a limited possibility of influence or 
where they were inappropriate (as in the case of fiscal policy boosts at 
times of high activity). At the same time little or no effort was made on 
matters such as pricing, public investment criteria, taxes and subsidies, 
the integration of taxation and social security. All of these matters 
were within the government's sphere of influence and policies 
directed towards them could have had substantial results. ' 
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A 'Note on Statistical Sources 

Population 

,,&[Wrr on Vital Statistics 1978, 
Census of Population 1981, VoL I 

Net emigration 

Statisrical Abstract of Ireland 
'\ 

Aggregate output, output by sector and personal income 

Kenney (1971) 
For data up to 1946, National Income attd Expenditure for subsequent 
periods. 

Output and employment in transportable goods industries 

Kennedy (1971) for data for 1957, for other years see Irish Statistical 
Bulletin and Central Statistics Office. 

Labour Force 

Census of Population 1961 

Employment 

TIl< Trend of Employment and Unemployment, 
Economic &view and Outlook Summer 1982 

Earnings 

Statistics of Wages, Earnings and Houses of Work 1962 Irish Statistical 
Bullllin 

]n other cases, sources are given in the text. 
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lrelands dairy industrY 
has cornea long way since. 

The days of dairymaids and horse-drawn creameries 
have passed. In their place has emerged one of the world's 
most modern and dynamic dairy industries. Today Ireland turns 
the greenest grass in Europe into a diverse range of the best
known dairy products in the world. 

From Honduras to Hong Kong, from Trinidad to 
Tokyo you will find Irish cream, milk powder, chocolate crumb, 
cheese, casein and a great variety of other producis,.many of 
them sold under the Kerrygold brand name. "-

I rish dairy exports this year are.expei=ted to he 
worth well over£600m. Which gives you some idea just how far 
the industry has come since the days of the dairymaid. ' 

B~g 
IRISH DAIRY BOARD ~ 
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If you're travel.:;a in Ireland 
we have the service! 

__ FREIGHT BY RAIL & ROAD 

C CIE, lrelands total transport and hotel network. -- 62 



The Changing Social Structure 'I< 

DAVID B. ROTTMAN and PHILIP J. O'CONNELL 

.. 
This is an interpretation of the transformation Ireland has experienced 
since the mid-1950s. It sets out the essential features, as we see them, 
of a rapidly industrialising society. The specific items of change have 
been well chronicled: new forms of work force participation. altered 
family relationships, an emphasis on education, and a higher level of 
material well-being, among many others. As sociologists. however, 
our interest is in the basic pattern which allows a multitude of people 
and groups to operate as a totality in these changed circumstances. 
That pattern is not adequately captured by simply describing Ireland as 
an industrial society. Though Ireland exhibits many characteristics of 
such a society, its development has differed in some important respects 
from that which is associated with other western countries, because it 
took place in the context of disengagement from unilateral 
dependence on the British economy and a simultaneous integration 
with the international economy. It is a difference that is too rarely 
acknowledged. 

The structures ofIrish society in the 1950s were viable only insofar 
as they linked with those of the United Kingdom; they were 
appropriate to one of the peripheral regions of the British Isles. British 
capital was the most substantial foreign investor i", Ireland, the 
migration of Irish labour to Britain was increasing, and two-thirds of 
total exports was destined for the British market. By the'late 1960, 
state induced economic growth, through the expansion of the 
industrial and service sectors of production, had industrialisecl an 
economy formerly dominated by agriculture, and appeared to promise 
full employment. If so, for the first. time, the massive redundancies " . 

·We gra~efuUy acknowledge the critical. comments made on an earlier draft of this 
chapter by Frank Litton, Ciaran McCullagh, James Raftery, and Joseph Ruane. 
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created by the century-long restructuring of agricultural production 
could be absorbed. 

It was a transformation set in motion as an act of will. Through state 
pOlicy the outflow of labour in the 1950s has been replaced by the 

': inflow of foreign capital. Policies adopted by successive governments 
'-fe· oriented Ireland away from Britain and toward the world economy 

and made it possible for the national economy to capture most of 
each' generation as it entered the workforce. Those policies released 
new fOrces in Irish society and accelerated processes, like farm 
mechanisat\on, which had been gathering momentum since the late 
1940s. But by intervening so significantly the state had introduced 
changes whose logic would be worked out within the social structure, 
and over which no individual or government could retain control. 

Structural change alters the ways in which the life chances of 
individuals are allocated - that is why it is so important a topic for 
study. By life chances we refer to inequalities in the opportunity 
people have of sharing 'in the socially created economic or cultural 
"goods" which typically exist in any given society'. 1 A transformation 
has taken place since 1957 in the allocation of life chances. What we 
offer is an explanation that treats social class as the most important 
indicator of a person's life chances, and we put emphasis on the 
specific life chances involved in migration flows and demographic 
patterns, which were dramatic reflections of class inequalities during 
the 1950s. Our basic theme is how the determination of life chances 
has over the past twenty-five years become for the most part self
contained within Ireland: the workforce no longer spans the Irish Sea, 
emigration has virtually ceased, and demography has been shaped by 
natural increase and immigration. 

Because the change in social structure was so closely linked to 
Eolicy choices, however unintended their consequences may have 
been. we begin our examination with an assessment of the 
de*lopment strategies adopted and the economic problems which 
they were designed to solve. The policies adopted had two crucial 
effects on the class structute: (1) the availability of various types of 
positions for economic participation and (2) the rules governing com
petition for vacancies in those positions. 

The context of structural change 
The search for economic independence that dominated policy-making 
since the state's foundation had obviously failed by the late 1950s. 
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Agriculture, then the dominant form of economic activity, especially 
as a source of foreign exchange, was dependent on exports of dairy 
products and cattle to Britain. Agricultural production had expanded 
only slightly, and the long-standing process by which agricultural 
labourers and small farmers were forced off the land, and into the 
British labour market, continued unabated, even becoming more 
vigorous in the 1950s. The industrial growth fostered to serve the 
domestic market during the protectionist 1930s had been exhausted 
decades earlier. Insulated by high tariffs, one of the legacies of the 
1930s, from competition with foreign manufacturers, domestic 
industry was inefficient and produced for the restricted home m:ltket. 
A generally low level of linkages among firms, a further consequence 
of protection, and a distinct reluctance by private investors to provide 
capital offered little potential for any expansion of industry without 
effective state intervention. 

By the late 1950s Ireland's ability to continue as a viable economic 
and social entity was in question. The 1950s had seen economic 
stagnation, continual balance of payments crises, rising unemployment 
and 400,000 emigrants. Gross national product (GNP) had increased 
by 8 per cent betWeen 1949 and 1956, in contrast to the 21 per cent 
increase recorded in Britain and the 42 per cent recorded by the 
combined countries of the Organisation for European Economic 
Cooperation.2 Left on that course, Ireland's future could only be 
grim. The value of gross agricultural' output was rising by one-third 
the rate characteristic of the combined OEEC countries and the 
volume of industrial production grew at one-half the rate experienced 
in those countries. 

The publication of the first Programme for Economic Expansion in 
November 1958 was a direct response to that critical situation, and 
marked a turning point in Irish economic policy. It followed closely 
the recommendations of the Department of Finance's. major study of 
the national development problems and oppornmities. Economic 
Development. These and subsequent planning documents'marked the 
abandonment of the pursuit of self-sufficiency and turned the 
economy outwards with two inter-related strategies. First, agricwture, 
retaining its pre-eminence as the likely vehicle to prosperity; could 
increase production by integrating with the European market and its, 
higher food prices. But increased agricultural production demanded " 
the consolidation of small farms into larger, commercially viable units 
and more mechanisation - success in agriculture would yield less, not 
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more, employment. Development strategy thns required a second 
focus: the attraction of foreign capital to invest in export-oriented 

\. manufacturing. an expansion of industry to be massively undenvritten 
. by 'state intervention. The main direct beneficiaries of development 
'~trategy therefore would be large farmers and overseas investors. An 

UnRroved structure of living for all was promised for the not too 
distant future. 

The pursuit of this dual strategy in 1958 was indeed a turning point. 
While certain of the institutions central to the success of the industrial 
development, strategy had already been established - the Industrial 
Development"Authority in \949, An Foras Tionscal in 1952, and the 
Industrial Credit Company in 1933 - it was not until 1958 that the 
Irish economy was opened to the international market; protectionism 
was abandoned, and formal economic planning was initiated. This 
radical departure from former policies coincided with a m>:jor increase 
in the internationalisation of trade and investment. 3 

Such international developments ensured that foreign investment 
became the linchpin of Irish development strategies, although th~ 
inviration to foreign capital made in the first Programme was perhaps 
but one of several options at the initial stages of policy formation. 
Nevertheless, the influx of foreign capital was sufficient to provide 80 
per cent of new private investment in the frrst six years of planning, 
contributing much to the success of the first Programme. 4 The second 
and third Programmes were far more optimistic, anticipating that the 
inflow of capital from overseas would make a major contribution, not 
simply in the form of direct investment but also in subscriptions to 
national loans and in loans to semi-state companies. 

It was a bold development strategy. The growth in new industrial 
investment had to take place in tandem with a general shift to 
integration with the European economy, a move likely to result in a 
sharp contraction of the traditional domestic industries as protective 
tarim were gradually removed. Adaptation grants were provided in 
order to improve the competitiveness of domestic industries, and their 
decline was compensated for, at least during the 19605 and early 
1970s, by fInns attracted from abroad. The strategy also incurred 
certain costs. Industrialisation through foreign capiral required the 
state to provide a wide range of incentives and services to industry: 
direct aid in the form of investment grants, the provision and 
upgrading of infrastructural facilities. transport and communications, 
financing of research and development, as well as subsidising the 
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education and training for an industrial work force. A range of tax 
incentives, including export profits tax relief, accelerated depreciation 
allowances and investment allowances for certain areas. enhanced 
Ireland's attractiveness as a location for both foreign and native 
investment. 

These strategies enacted in pursuit of economic independence and 
stability generated an accelerated rate of growth during the 1960s and 
early 1970s. The resulting restructuring of the economy can be gauged 
in the changing shares which the main economic sectors contribute to 
gross domestic product (GDP). Between 1960 and 1979, the share of 
agriculture in GDP dropped from 22 per cent to 15 per cent qf the 
total, while industry's share grew from 28 per cent to 38 per cent, and 
that of services dropped slightly, from 49 per cent to 48 per cent.5 

Changes in employment were also significant. Total employment in 
industry fell from 282,000 in 1951 to 257,000 in 1961 and increased 
thereafter to 319,000 in 1978, an increase since 1961 of24 per cent. 
Employment in agriculture fell from 496,000 in 1951' to 379,500 in 
1961 and 229,000 in 1978, a drop of 40 per cent between 1961 and 
1978. Total employment in services grew by 20 per cent from 416,000 
in 1961 to 500,000 in 1978, when it represented the largest 
employment sector. Public service employment expanded by 62 per 
cent between 1960 and 1980, from 182,000 to 295,000.6 Over the 
same period, the Irish economy was successfully disengaged from its 
heavy reliance on Britain. British-owned companies, which in the 
period from 1960-1970 represented 22 per cent of new industry 
mvestment, accounted for less than 2 per cent in 1980, and the 
proportion of total exports destined for the British market fell from 
two-thirds of the total in 1956 to one-third in 1981.7 

While the transformation since 1958 can hardly be regarded as a 
'social revolution', the period did mark a watershed for the structure 
ofIrish society. Nevertheless, Ireland remains a society with problems 
embedded in that structure, some of' which had ' motivated the 
economic planners of the late 1950s. Though oriented,. toward the 
world economy as a coherent economic· unit, the pro~lem of 
dependence may in fact have been diffused rather than remove4. And 
now that Ireland has largely withdrawn' from participation in the 
British labour market, rising unemployment rather than inereasillg 
emigration threatens the society's viability. " , 

Formal economic planning in the late 1950s emerged through the ' 
conviction held by a relatively small number of higher civil servants \ 
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and academics that through the intelligent utilisation of fIScal policy 
and selective state interventions, the destiny of a society could be 
directed and controlled. Such assumptions underlay not only the 
publication of Economic Development and the subsequent Programme for 

,Etonomic Expansion. but also the establishment of a number of 
'o{ganisations oriented toward the application of expertise. particnlarly 
ofthe~conomic variety. to the pursuit of national progress. Notable 
among,these organisations were: the Institute of Public Administration, 
founded in 1957 to promote the study and improve the standard of 
public adt!li~stration; the Economic Research Institute (later the 
Economic and Social Research Institute). founded in 1960 to conduct 
research and advance the knowledge of economics and other social 
sciences with particular reference to Ireland; An Faras Taluntais. 
founded in 1958 to undertake and assist agricultural research; and the 
National Industrial and Economic Council, the forerunner of the 
National Economic and Social Council. established in 1963 to report 
on the requirements for economic development and full employment. 

These agents of economic development. like the planning 
documents. were the instrumepts of a decisive break with the past. 
Such significant interventions to a society release social forces which 
subsequently become independent of their immediate authors. The 
emergence of a wide range of organised interests during the next two 
decades. itself a consequence of economic restructuring, has involved 
the state in a complex network of relationships. often with conflicting 
interests, and considerably reduced the room for manoeuvre in any 
further state interventions. The success of the initial planning exercises 
both transformed the social structure and severely restricted the 
prospect that the same group of planners or another could intervene so 
decisively again in Irish society. 

The transformation of the class structure 
By 'the mid-1960s. industrial expansion and economic growth 
generally were forging dramatic changes to the Irish class structure. A 
class consists of families that have a similar set of economic resources 
which they use to generate income. The life chances of individuals 
depend. by and large. on the quality of such resources. whether in the 
form of property. as in farmland. or in qualifications for wage 
employment. Thus. a changing class structure alters the relative 
advantage of possessing different forms of economic resources. In 
Ireland, as in other industrialising countries, this took the form of 
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continuous contrac:;tion of employment possibilities for semi- or Wl

skilled manual work and declining viability for small farm enterprises 
and work thereon; the converse was growth in employment prospects 
for those with credentials required for white collar and service 
occupations, and the still more rapid expansion of opportunities for 
those trained in skilled industrial work. Yet the change in class 
structure was to be less complete in Ireland than in most European 
countries, and the implications for equality of opportunity less 
substantial than is often believed. 

Still, a contrast of the class structure of the early 1950s, as portrayed 
in the 1951 census, with that of today, as revealed in the 1979 4bour 
Force Survey, denotes the passing of an era and the emergence of a 
new order. Table 1, which traces the changing class composition of the 
male labour force in 1951, 1961, 1971 and 1979,8 includes both the 
number of workers in each class category and the percentage of the 
total male workforce it represents. It is a total workforce that has been 
steadily declining in sire since the mid-nineteenth century. Such was 
the devastation sustained through emigration during the 1950s that the 
1979 labour force of883,OOO men was 50,000 fewer than that in 1951. 
So it is possible for a category to have increased its percentage share 
since 1951 though remaining unchanged in the number of workers it 
contains. Simple stability in numbers reflected economic viability for a 
class. 

Slightly less than one-half of the early 1950s workforce fell within 
class categories which derived incom'e from property-ownership: 38 
per cent of the workforce were either employers or self-employed in 
agriculture with an additional 8 per cent so engaged in non
agricultural pursuits. Professionals. managers and senior administrative 
workers, 48,000 in number, represented only 5 per cent of the 1951 
workforce. A further 11 per cent were skilled manual workers. One 
fourth of the workforce was involved in semi-skilled or unskilled 
manual work - typically as labourers; there were 125,000 agricultural 
labourers in 1951, nearly one worker out of se'ven. For ih~ children of 
these individuals life chances centred on the prospects fo~ inheriting 
the family business and the accompanying house and household,goOds. 
Realistically, education or training could secure a livelihood. ""thin 
Ireland for only a minority of those aspiring to the workforce. ··Qf 
those horn between 1936 and 1941, by 1961 only 59 per cent remained'· 
in Ireland. and of those remaining, one in four were ~t work in some ~ 
form off.mily employment.9 " 
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Table 1: D istribution of males at work by class categories, 1951 to 1979. ./ 

• 1951 1961 1971 1979 , 
No. .. No. % No. % No. % 

Agriculture: 
(ij employers 27.832 3.1 14,000 1.8 

212.9501, 27.4 
8.700 1.0 

(ill self-employed and relatives assisting 314.422 35.0 265,436 34.3 166.800 20.1 

Non-agricultural activities: 
(~ employers 19.701 2.2 12,583 1.6 64.656' 8.3 

27,900 3.4 

(il) self-employed and relatives assisting 52,898 5.9 47,985 6.2 53.800 6.5 

Employen and Self-employed 414.853 46.2 340,004 43.9 279.606 35.6 257.200 31.1 

(ij upper middle class ~ 
(higher .and lower professions 

~ .... 
managers and salaried C'mployecs) 47.780 5.3 _ 58,934 7.6 84,512 10.9 110.200 13.3 ~ 

~ 
.... (iij lower middle cUss :... 
0 (intermediate and other non-manual) 123.011 13.7 12] ,159 15.6 139.991 18.0 169.300 20.5 ~ 

".. 

(iiij skilled manual 95.308 10.6 % .050 12.4 130.625 16.8 167,400 20.2 ". 
{iv) semi and unskilled manual ~ 

(a) agricultural 90.049 10.0 61.335 7.9 37.676 4.9 24,700 3.0 ~ 
~ 

(b) non-agricultural 124.789 13.9 96.731 12.5 105,384 ]3.6 98,300 11.9 ~ 

Employees: 480.937 53.6 434.209 56.1 498,1 88 64.2 569.900 68.8 

Toul at work2 897.465 100.0 774.540 100.0 776,507 100.0 827.800 100.0 

Total out of work 36,115 46.989 55.157 55.600 

Toul OUt of work as 'lI of gainfully occupied 3.9 5.7 6.6 6.3 

Sources: 19S1 . 1961, and 1971: CmlUJ oj Population. Various Volumts; 1979: Derived from data speciaUy provided to the ESRJ by the Genm! Statistics 
Office from unpublished L2bollr Force SIl'1K'f statiiOtics. 

I. Number of employers and self-employr:d were not disaggregatcd in the 1971 Census. 
2. Total at work includes other and undeCmed workers, which are not separately given in the table above. The toul excludes "theological students", 

"professional students" and "articled clerks" and in 1951, those in hospitals. 
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For the 1951-61 period, the spectre of emigration overshadowed 
all trends by reducing the size of the male labour force by one
seventh. Lower middle class and skilled manual categories retained 
constant levels of employment but became more considerable 
proportions of the total workforce. Where an actual increase in 
numbers was recorded, as for senior white collar employees. the 
effects of emigration accentuated the importance of the change for 
class structure. Perhaps the most basic of life chances in the 1950s was 
expressed as pressure to emigrate, and the viability of the class to 
which one belonged or could aspire to was of great relevance. 

By the mid-1970s, wage bargaining in a class system sberply 
differentiated by skills and credentials became the dominant factor in 
determining one's life chances. Employers and the self-employed 
represented less than one-third of the 1979 total workforce, with 
proprietors in agriculture outnumbering those in other pursuits by 2 to 
1. The declining size of proprietorial categories, however, is 
attributable to depletion of those engaged in agricultural production; 
with a proportionately greater decline for employers than for the self
employed. In contrast, non-agricultural proprietors have increased 
their share of the wotkforce over the past thirty years, and that growth 
in numbers was concenrrated among employers (20,000 in 1951 and 
28,000 in 1979). By 1979, Ireland had clearly ceased to be 
characterised as petit bourgeois: the predominant categories were of 
large scale employers and of well-qualified employees. 

The distribution of employees among class categories in 1979 and 
the contrast with earlier years are shown clearly in Table 1. Employed 
professionals formed some 13 per cent of the workforce, more than 
doubling their representation since 1951; skilled manual employees 
also grew markedly over that period, from 11 per cent to 20 per cent 
of the workforce, rising in numbers from 95,000 in 1951 to 167,000 in 
1979. The number of 'lower' middle class workers - commercial 
rravellers and junior clerks - also increased, but less dramatically, from 
14 per cent to 21 per cent. Semi-skilled and unskilled manu.al workers 
represented nearly one quarter of the workforce <n 1951 and 14 per 
cent in 1979, representing in particular a massive decline (frpm 90,000 
to 25,000) in the number of agriculrurallabourers. 

The 1979 employee workforce, 570,000 srrong, was one-hal( 
middle class (though this covers a diverse range of occupations) and 29', 
per cent skilled manual; professionals, managers and senior salaried ' 
employees alone represented nearly one-fifth of the total employed, 

71 

'. 



" 
' . 

UnequfI Achievement 

whereas in 1951 they represented one-tenth. The weight of family 
inheritance as a factor in life chance allocation had diminished. Only 
15 per cent of young men aged 20-24 in 1971 relied on family 

" employment; one third had been so employed in 1951. 
' . We can observe two overarching trends: (1) the dwindling away of 

the . vi~bility of self-employment and the growing salience of wage 
emplornent and (2) the shift in the balance in the employed 
workforce from semi-skilled and unskilled labour toward white collar 
and skilled !'lanual work: By 1971 the new hierarchy of class positions 
was apparent. The value of various forms of economic resources had 
shifted, changihg the balance of advantage or disadvantage associated 
with particular skills, qualifications, land, and businesses. Inequalities 
of income, opportunity, and wealth were distributed in accordance 
with the new pattern. The contraction of the agricultural labour force 
and the expansion of senior white collar work were continuous 
processes. Most changes were not. The real growth in skilled manual 
and junior white collar work only commenced in the 1960s and 
continued unabated through the 1970s, as far as can be judged from 
census-type data. I 

The changes in the class composition of the Irish workforce 
emerged from industrial development that was larer, more rapid and 
more state-inspired than in most western societies. So intense were the 
changes that it is easy to overlook their incompleteness. Even in 1979, 
a substantial share of the workforce was in residual classes stranded in 
the course of industrial development, especially farmers on marginal 
holdings and labourers without skills. The only European parallels for 
such a presence are in Greece, Portugal and Spain.'o People in these 
marginal categories have little opportunity to transfer to the more 
favourably placed categories; their children's chances are little better, 
perpetuating marginality within familie s. So today's class strncture 
co"",ins a substantial number of positions that are viable only insofar 
as they are underwritten by state social welfare programmes and from 
which. especially given present economic circumstances, there appears 
ro be no exit. In the mid-1970s, such positions accounted for more 
than one twelfth of the workforce. 

Allocating and negotiating economic rewards 
A strategy to industrialise generally comprises the upgrading of the 
labour force as well as of infrastructure and machinery. Education was 
elevated to particular prominence in the Second Programme, published 
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in 1963. Development and education were to have reciprocal links: 
the heightened levels of economic performance achieved under the 
programme could fmance improvements in education and training, to 
be proposed by the 'Investment in Education' study commissioned in 
that year, and those improvements would' .. . support and stimulate 
continued economic expansion. Even the economic returns from 
investment in education and training are likely to be as high in the 
long-run as those from investment in physical capital'11 Decisions on 
revitalising Irish education, made and implemented over the next two 
decades, helped to set the definitive cast to the class structure. Irish 
society became morc meritocratic. Entry to the positions 0pcIlid up 
by the new order now depends on evidence of success in second and 
third level educational institutions. 

It should not be assumed that a clear relationship exists between the 
attributes to which such credentials attest and the nature of the work 
to be done in the position that requires them. All hierarchies require 
objective criteria for evaluation and industrial hierarchies require 
criteria that are based on achievement and Can be applied universally. 
The credentials of scholarly and technical accomplishment have 
beccme the general resource by which aspirants to the labour force are 
differentiated - the curreney of social evaluation. 

I( educational credentials give a general sense of the quality of a 
workforce, then Ireland by the mid-1970s was on the road to having 
one of the finest in Europe. By tlten, Irish participation rates in 
second-level education exceeded those in Great Britain. The rise was 
dramatic. In 1964, one-quarter of17 year olds remained in full-time 
education, a participation rate that grew to one-half in 1979. A two
thirds growth in participation rates had occurred over that period in 
third-level education, with some 20 per cent of each cohort of young 
people enteting a third-level institution. 12 

The coruequences of this education explosion were equally 
dramatic. The importance of educational institutl&ns within the 
society was greatly enhanced. the population better or ·O! least more 
extensively educated. and the content of that education greatly 
altered. '3 But the expansion of education, and particula~y the 
opening of opportunities through 'free education' in the 1960,.and 
1970s, did more to consolidate the advantages of propertied ·and 
professional middle class families t~an to facilitate social ·mobility: th/' . 
strong encouragement to educational accomplishment was 
disproportionately taken up by children from middle class back-

, 
73 ' 

• 

'. 



/ 

'. 

• 

Unequal Achievement 

grounds. The qualifications so obtained were used to secure for those 
families the bulk of opportunities becoming available in white collar 
and skilled industrial employment and self-employment. Participation 

. in second and third-level education was and remained severely 
' 'restricted along social class lines. with children from substantial 

proprietorial and upper-middle class professional families forming a 
share of the student population at higher levels which vastly exceeded 
their sRare of the student-aged population. Middle class dominance is 
strongly evident at the Leaving Certificate standard and in the late 
1970s nearly'three-quarters of the children of members of the major 
professions entered a third-level institution, in contrast to less than 
four per cent of the children of unskilled workers. ,. 

The result is a virtual upper middle class monopoly of the 
advantages that depend on education. If. as in Table 2. we treat the 
major professions. employers, and ma.nagers as constituting the upper 

Table 2: Social class selectivities among university entrants 
I 

1971 Population 1979 University 
Social Class Aged 0-13 Entrants 

% % 
Farmers 19.6 16.6 
Upper middle class 9.8 37.9 
Lower middle class 15.3 26.9 
Working class . 51.9 14.3 
Unknown 3.5 4.2 

Total 100.0 100.0 

Source: Population percentages are from Census of Population of 
Irel"'4d 1971 Volume IV Ocwpations (Dublin: Stationery Office 1975) 
p. 146. University entrants are as stated in The Higher Education 
Authority Auount' 1979 and Student Shlti'tic, 1979;80 (Dublin: The 
HEA 1981). p. 64. Upper middle class includes higher professionals 
and employers and managers; lower middle class includes lower 
professionals, salaried employees. and intermediate non-manual 
workers; the working class includes other agricultural occupations. 
other non-manual. and all three manual categories of the CSO socio
economic groups. 
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middle class. we find 38 per cent of university entrants in 1979 came 
from such a background. Working class children. who represented 
52 per cent of those of university age. formed only 14 per cent of the 
university entrants. Certainly a Leaving Certificate or even a third
level degree no longer guarantees privileged employment. But the 
expected standard of preparation for candidates for a range of 
opportunities. such as recruitment grades in the civil service or even 
apprenticeships. has risen. sharpening the divide based on education 
and thus on class. 

So class transformation. which fundamentally altered the hierarchy 
of positions within the class structure, coincided with processes- that 
acted to ensure an essential stability in the distribution of privileges. 
The same families. by and large. occupied the most advantaged 
positions in the old and the new class structures. This is not to deny the 
gains recorded in working class and small farm families over recent 
years in educational participation - but so minute was their participa
tion until recendy and so extensive the middle class dominance of 
higher education. that the educational system today is a barrier to 
social mobility. Similarly. improvements in standards of living have 
been almost universally experienced. but the differentials between the 
top and the bottom of the class structure remain. Large scale property
holdings or professional qualifications in the 1950s were able to secure 
a comparable level of advantage for the children born to such families 
in the 1960s and 1970s. either tlirough inheritance or through 
disproportionate shares in the educational credentials that had the 
greatest labour market value. Those without such resources emigrated 
or remained in marginal positions within Ireland. Economic growth 
did not secure the promised social progress. 

A new hierarchy also implies a gready altered set of organisations 
established or sponsored by class interests to preserve their relative 
positions. A transformed class hierarchy is thus reflected in the 
distribution of power within the society. The shifi ,towards ",age 
employment generally and skilled and white collar work p'lrticularly is 
reflected in greater numerical strengrh of trade union membership and 
its changing composition. From 328.000 trade union memb,ers in 
1961.51 per cent of all employees. membership expanded by 1979 to 
499.000 - 65 per cent of all employees. That expansion was mor, 
marked - at more than twice the rate - in the 1970s than in the 1960s. ' 
with the bulk of the growth occurring in white collar unions. By.the 
1970s. Ireland had one of the highest levels of trade union 
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membership in the EEC and the highest rate of union growth of any 
BEC country. 15 

\ Changes in trade union strength were complemented by extensive 
"consolidation and expansion in the numerical and ~ organisational 
' ~trength of employer representative bodies over those years, and in the 
se'mces they provided. The Federated Union of Employers had 1,497 
firms", members in 1965; 3,000 firms were on its membership rolls by 
the end of 1980, together employing more than 50% of all non
agricuituraV non-public service employers. Other specialised 
employer rep.resentative organisations, such as the Construction 
Industry Federation, represented the bulk of the relevant industries by 
the late 1970s. 16 Similar endeavours by organised agricultural interests 
have met with less success of late, a reflection of the reduced 
significance of that economic sector. 

The changing population structure 
Economic prosperity and changed opportunities affect more than the 
way people earn their livelihoods. The frameworks within which 
people reach decisions - on whether to emigrate, on when to marry, 
or on the ideal family size - will be affected by the new forces 
governing life chances. For example, the declining significance of 
inheritance to life chances and the desire to ensure a full education for 
children, a costly and lengthy enterprise, cannot but influence the 
strategies people adopt - influence, not dotermine. Ultimately, the 
consequences of such altered perspectives become evident in the 
population structure. 

The demographic consequences of Irish economic expansion were 
soon evident. The first sustained population growth since the Famine 
was recorded after 1961, and the ages at marriage and family size 
began to approximate the European norm. The total population of the 
twenJiY-six counties had declined steadily from 6.5 million in 1841 to 
3.2 million in 1901, and stood at 2.8 million in 1961. That!ong decline 
had coincided with a population explosion in the rest of Europe. In the 
1960s and 1970s, as the population elsewhere in Europe stabilised, that 
ofIreiand grew, to nearly 3 million in 1971 and3.4 million in 1981. 

The post-1961 reversal reflects the virtual cessation of emigration 
and an accelerated rate of natural increase. The annual rate of net 
emigration fen to less than 0.6 per cent of the population between 
1961 and 1966, from the 2 per cent experienced in some years during 
the 1950s, and in the 1971-79 period there was an arulUai net inflow of 
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0.4 per cent. The average annual rate of natural increase (the excess of 
births over deaths) rose from 0.9 per cent in the 1950s to 1 per cent in 
the 1960s and 1.1 per cent in the 1970s, a significant actual growth in 
population. '7 

The natural increase component of the growth in population was 
established by two offsetting trends; a rising marriage rate and a 
declining marriage fertility rate. Ireland in the early part of this 
century was characterised by lrigh levels of eelibacy and extremely late 
average age at marriage: \n the generation born between 1896 and 
1905 almost 30 per cent of the males and 25 per cent of the females 
remaining in Ireland never married, wlrile for those who did rna"!' the 
mean age of marriage was about 33 years for men and 27 years for 
women'. Infrequent and late marriages persisted through the 
economic depression of the 1930s, the Second world War, and 
agricultural restructuring. But by 1966 the median age at marriage had 
dropped to 24 for women and 27 for men, and subsequently levelled 
off in the 1970s at 23 for women arid 25 for men. The number ~f 
marriages per 1,000 of population peaked at 7.4 in 1973 (as compared 
with a rate of8.1 in England and Wales) and declined thereafter to 6.1 
in 1977 in Ireland. The impact of economic recession and rising 
unemployment is in part responsible, but the Irish trend follows the 
general decline in the popularity of early marriage in the western 
world.'s 

If the rate of marriage earlier in' the century was very low, the 
fertility of marriage was exceptionally high by European standards. By 
the middle of the century, Irish families were, on average, twice as 
large as those in other European countries. This pattern persisted until 
'the sharp decline in fertility that occurred in the mid-1960s halted 
temporarily at the end of the decade, and accelerated during the 
1970s'.'9 The falling number offamilies with four,or more children is 
the most marked change. That decline seems likely to persist: the 
temporary halt in fertility decline between 1.969 and 1~71 may have 
been a response to the Roman Catholic Church's opposition to 
'artificial' birth control, but there is no eviaenee that the 1968 Ency
clical Humat/ae Vitae effected a more permanent halt to the declining 
prevalence of large families. The' number of legitimate births per 
1,000 married women between the ages of 15 and 44 dropped fro~ 
269 in 1946 to 245 in both 1951 and 1961. By 1971 thistate had fallen' 
to 240, and in 1979 stood at 189 per 1,000 married women of child 
bearing age. As the effects of an increasing rate of marriage and a 

77 

• 



Unequal Achievemellt 

declining marri.ge fertility comiterb.lance, only minor fluctu.tions in 
the over.ll birth rate have occurred. 2o 

~\ Emigration . . however. had the most decisive impact on Irish 
. ,'demography. Its consequences are manifest today as distortions in the 

'population's age distribution, Approximately one person out of every 
fi~e.,bom since the foundation of the state and resident in 1951 had 
emigr~ed by the end of that decade. The ranks of the young were 
particularly diminished: of the 502,000 persons aged 10 to 19 in 1951, 
only 303,OOQ remained in the country by 1961. While some emigrants 
were to reruin during the post-1960 period of sustained employment 
growth, a large 'proportion of the generation, now in early middle age, 
was lost, That disproportion in the age distribution was accenruated by 
natural increase so that by 1979, 31 per cent of the population was less 
than 15 year.; old and 11 per cent was over 65 years of age (see Figure 
I), The result is a dependency ratio far higher than that of any other 
EEe country and a rapidly expanding labour force,21 

3.5 m F'gu e 1 PIt' D' t 'but' b 1951 1979 I r opu a IOn ISn Ion yage, -
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Because emigration was so selective in the social origins of those 
who left, it was a major force in shaping the post-1960 class structure. 
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Equally, the selectivities as to which emigrants returned in the 1970s -
and at least 100,000 did in the decade - proved important. 

First, who emigrated? A full portrait is impossible but the broad 
answer is clear. The l"vestmettt in Education report noted that some 82 
per cent of Irish-horn British residents in 1961 had left school at the 
age of 15 or earlier. Those leaving in the 1950s and early 1960s were 
predominantly young, and drawn from agriculture - farm lahourers, 
children of small farmers, and owners of small farms - and from 
unskilled or semi-skilled manual labouring families. Many were 
unemployed or never employed before emigrating. Even in the mid-
19605. over two-thirds of recent male emigrants to Britain became 
manual workers, with another 14 per cent in occupations that paid 
little better. Female emigrants tended to work in slightly more 
advantageous occupations. 71 per cent in non-manual work, generally 
of a routine nature.22 

The strongest break with the past carne in the 1970s with a flow of 
former emigrants returning to take advantage of opportunities 'in 
Ireland. Most were aged 30 to 44 when returning and many reported 
having improved their occupational skills while in Britain. The limited 
evidence available suggests that while nearly one-half of the men had 
left Ireland as unskilled manual workers, only 28% returned as such; 
16 per cent left with skills and 27 per cent were working in skilled 
manual work on their return. One in five returned to farm thou~h 
only one in eight had been engaged: in farming before emigrating. 3 

Like their counterparts who had remained in Ireland throughout, 
those with some: minimal level of skill or educational credential were 
able to improve their life chances and those without were 
consequently severely restricted. 

A less heartening flow of migrants was taking the reverse journey 
throughout the 1970s. Smaller in number than those returning, the 
new emigrants were young, mainly in the 20 to 24 age group; some 
13,000 individuals emigrated to Britain between 1971 and 1977. But 
the weight of the relationship between labour markets had clearly 
shifted, with aspiring emigrants in most years far outnumbering those 
returning from Britain.24 "', 

Increasing marriage rates. decreasing age at marriage. and tetU(tling 
emigrants were not evenly experienced by all class categories. Sm.~ll 
farmers and unskilled manual workers in the 1970s wer/,. 
demographically as well as economically marginal. Head\ of 
households in such categories were on average far older. fewer were \ 
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m:lrried, and very fe'," households in the categories were at the child
rearing stages of the family cycle. Their situation still reflected the life 

.., chances of the 1950s. 

~e regional pattern . 
The. geographic as well as the class distribution of opportunities shifted 
in the ,cQurse of economic development. Industrial location decisions 
and agncultural suppo,t policies established the strength of forces 
pushing in<l,ividuals and families away from some areas and pulling 
them toward 'others. The results were to be found in the amount of 
rural depopulation and the influx to urban centres after 1958, as well 
as in the life chances of individuals and the balance of power between 
regions and between urban and rural in Irish society. The most basic 
consequence is that Ireland, unlike other European countries, did not 
experience a mass inflow of migrants into its largest cities, emigration 
to Britain was not replaced by migration to Dublin. 

The late 1950s marked an important shift in regional development 
policy. Decentralisation of industrial employment was favoured earlier 
in the decade as a way of countering the severe regional inequalities in 
opportunities. The first planning exercise questioned that approach, 
and thereafter state investment was concentrated in special growth 
centres, though the desired number of centres remained controversial. 
The 1968 Buchanan Report expressed a preference for a small number 
of centres, but was never implemented; consistent policy on whether 
to seek dispersed or centralised industrial development did not emerge 
until the early 1970s. 

State policy showed greater consistency after 1972, with the IDA's 
Regional Industrial Plans forming the centrepiece. New employment 
would be distributed so as to moderate the rate of growth in the 
Dublin region, encourage substantial industrial development in the 
other main urban centres, and make lesser population centres the 
nucle~s for small industry concentrations. Development in the West 
was emphasised. 25 Since the vast bulk of net industrial employment 
gains during the 1960s and 1970s was through IDA subsidised 
schemes, the distribution of new employment opportunities closely 
followed the IDA' s regional objectives. Regional shares of total 
manufacturing employment in 1961 and 1977 index the effect: the 
Dublin region accounted for 52 per cent in 1961 and 44 per cent in 
1977; the combined share of the three most undeveloped planning 
regions - Donegal, North West, and West - grew from 7 per cent to 
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10 per cent of the national t~tal. Concern over the rate of unemploy
ment in the Dublin region, however, led to an IDA policy reversal in 
1978; 19,000 jobs were targeted for the Eastern Region for 1978-82, 
to compensate for the net loss in employment the region had 
previously experienced.26 . 

Manufacturing represents, even today, one-fIfth of total national 
employment. A failure to challenge the concentration of administrative 
and service employment in Dublin, for example. maintained overall 
employment levels there. That concentration became even more 
marked in the 1970s. In rural areas, the continuing outflow from 
agriculture was only partially counterbalanced by the comloined 
employment growth generated from manufacturing, other indust9" 
services and the. public sector. So, attention to the imbalance in 
manufacturing, though successful in dispersing new industrial growth 
to a degree which has few international precedents, left other imbal
ances unchanged. Over the 1960s, the Dublin area experienced a net 
employment gain of 44,000 jobs, while the South-East and the 
MidlancWWest lost, respectively, 8,000 and 33,000 net jobs}7 And 
this occurred despite an apparent slowing of the decline in agricultural 
employment. rhus, even in the 1960s, the exodus from farming was 
shaping the class structure of individual regions. 

Though economic trends and demographic patterns shifted the 
population to a more urban, Eastern, profile. suburbanisation is 
perhaps the most signifIcant change of the recent past. The proportion 
of the population dwelling in urban areas stood at 42 per cent in 1951, 
46 per cent in 1961, and became the majority in 1971 at S2 per cent. 
That growth reflects more the demographic realities of rural and urban 
areas as expressed in natural increases than internal migration, which is 
exceptionally low by international standards. But within the Dublin 
area there was a decisive transfer of population to suburbs. Over the 
1970, the Dublin county borough actually declined in population; yet 
so dynamic were the trends of natural increase and net migratiol) in 
the remaining areas of the county that its total population grew by 18 
per cent over 1971-81 to stand at 1,002,000.28 

But the Dublin area is populated overwhelmingly by the Dublin
born, an insularity rare among capital cities. If migrants to Dubiin·are 
more conspicuous than their numbers would lead onc to"expect, it ·ts. 
perhaps because they are better educated and of higher socio- " 
economic status than their Dublin-born contemporaries.29 Migration 
to Dublin was highly selective; the poorly educated rural-born with 
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restricted life chances emigrated, and settling in Dublin indicated 
favoured life chances. 

,'The role of the state 
'T.rc principle' that economic expansion was to draw primarily on 
pri\Qte ,enterprise was inscribed at the onset of economic planning. 30 

Despite that commitment, the state sector has grown at an accelerated 
fate over the last two decades. State expenditure on economic 
services, with the excepti~n of agriculture and fisheries, expanded at a 
rate faster th~n GNP during the 1960s and 1970s.31 State involvement 
in the provision of social services grew still more rapidly. increasing 
from the equivalent of14 per cent of GNP in 1961 to 29 per cent in 
1980. Social welfare payments formed the largest component of social 
expenditure (6 per cent of GNP in 1961 and 11 per cent in 1980), 
although total expenditure on health services increased more rapidly 
over that period, rising from 3 per cent to 8 per cent of GNP. 32 

In distributing these vast sums and in levelling taxation to obtain the 
revenue for doing so, the state increasingly impinged on the life 
chances of individuals and of families. The state has become a major 
source of income through its various cash transfer programmes such as 
unemployment assistance, pensions. and occupational injuries 
compensation. In 1973, nearly one household in four relied on state 
transfer payments for more than 30 per cent of its gross income. One 
lialf of margina'! farmers and 41 per cent of unskilled manual workers 
were dependent on the state to that extent or greater. The state's 
responsibilities for income support increased during the 1970s: for 
urban families, by 1978 state transfers averaged £9.67 weekly, 
equivalent to nearly ten per cent of average gross income; in 1973. 
state support amounted to 8.2 per cent of average gross income.32 

Through the provision of services in health, education, and 
housing, the state can redistribute income, mitigating inequalities 
between classes and across the life cycle. Expenditure on health and 
housing was progressive in 1973, benefiting lower income families 
more than higher income families. State support for education. on the 
other hand, was of greatest benefit to higher income families, 
enhancing the life chances of those already advantaged. 3 • 

The taxation burden imposed by expanding state responsibilities has 
been unevenly distributed. Taxation policy has shifted the tax burden 
on to families. The contribution from taxes on goods and services has 
been maintained at an exceptionally high level, falling slightly from 53 
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per cent of total tax revenue in 1965 to 47 per cent in 1978 when the 
av~rage contribution in EEe countries was 30 per cent.35 At the same 
rime income taxation has risen rapidly, increasing its contribution to 
total tax revenue from 17 per cent in 1965 to 29 per cent in 1978. On 
the other hand, the state has been highly sensitive to the interests of 
the corporate sector and property owners, both of whose shares in 
total tax revenue dropped signiflcandy between 1965 and 1978. 

The most significant increase in taxation has occurred in income 
tax. As incomes rose steadily with inflation during the last two 
decades, personal tax allowances and the starting points of tax bands 
were left virtually undisturbed, yielding increasing amounts or tax, 
and capturing a larger proportion of income earners. As a result the 
average direct taxation taken from urban households grew from 8 per 
cent of direct income in 1965 to 14 per cent in 1973 and to 18 per cent 
in 1978. Increases in income taxation have seen certain class categories 
lose more than others. The effective rate of direct tax levied on semi:
and unskilled manual households grew from 14 per cent to 18 per cent 
between 1973 and 1978, and the rates increased from 17 per cent to 20 
per cent in the· case of professionals and managers. Households headed 
by employers and proprietors fared rather better; direct taxes rose 
from 9 per cent of direct incomes to only 11 per cent between 1973 
and 1978. Despite this important anomaly, income taxation is in 
general progressive, taking a greater proportion from higher incomes 
than from lower incomes. All other forms of taxation, however. were 
f?und to be regressive in 1973, taking a greater proportion from lower 
than from higher incomes.36 

State expenditure and taxation as experienced over the 1960s and 
197Us raise questions of equity. Working class households assume a 
substantially greater share of the tax burden. Yet what they receive 
from the state basically compensates for their disadvantages in the 
market place. Proprietors and employers, in contrast, are taxed at a far 
lower rate - facilitating private investtnent that will enh~ce their own 
life chances. Middle class employees, although they are niore heavily 
taxed than proprietors· and employers, are not taxed at a rate which 
would he expected in a rigorously progressive tax system, wh~e. they 
receive a major subsidy in the form of education, significan.ttY 
improving the prospects of their children in the labour market. . .. 

The state also increasingly performs a mediating role in the market ~ 
hetween organised interests. Conflicts between employers and , 
employees have led to the creation of institutions for centralised 
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collective bargaining over National Wage Agreements. and these 
dominated industrial relations from 1970 until 1981. That policy 
involves the state as a facilitator. but also as the underwriter. through 

. tbe use of fIscal policy. of peaceful relations both between capital and 
l~bpur and between the state and its own employees. State induced 
ecoriomic growth, by changing the balance between economic sectors. 
has allbwed the interests of those in the more dynamic non
agricultural sectors to come to the fore. This has had the unintended 
consequence . of displacing the formerly dominant agricultural 
interests. as evidenced, for instance. by the decline in farm incomes in 
recent years, the declining proportion of state expenditure on 
agriculture. and the attempted taxation of farm incomes. 

Prospects for the 1980s: stability and change 
Ireland entered the 1980s vastly changed from two decades of 
industrial development. Ironically. that transformation culminated in ~ 
narrowing of the possibilities for future development. Constrained by 
a newly consolidated class structure, a demographic pattern that 
ensures high levels of dependency within the population for the 
foreseeable future and a safety valve of emigration that is all but 
closed, as well as by regional and urbani rural imbalances. the structure 
of Irish society seems fixed for the 1980s. Moreover, the state has 
come ever-increasingly to underwrite the status quo through its 
expenditure commitments. Relativities cannot be altered. 

Changes in class structure have altered the bases for the distribution 
of resources and rewards, but this has not meant that the high level of 
inequality prevalent in Irish society has been substantially reduced. 
Income and wealth continue to be highly concentrated. in spite of 
offIcial promises that social progress would follow economic progress. 
Perhaps the major change has been the extent of state social 
interfention to counteract disadvantages thrown up by the market. 

Class differences at present are self-perpetuating. The kinds of 
skills and credentials that offer the possibility of upward mobility are 
remaining within those families already possessing substantial 
resources. Even a dramatic expansion in economic growth would not 
guarantee substantial improvement in equality of opportunity. 

The demographic vitality of the 1960s and 1970s was more 
universally experienced and made natural increase, rather than 
emigration. the main influence on the population structure. But it 
imposed major responsibilities: subsidies to ease the burden of 
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dependency within families. a massive investment in education. and. 
above all, a need to improve elllployment prospects within Ireland. 
The concentration of natural increase within urban areas accentuated 
the imbalance in population between regions and between urban and 
rural areas. The reSQurces to compensate regions for the outflow from 
the agricultural workforce through alternative employment are not 
available. The less developed an area, the greater the resources 
required to redress the imbalance. But given competition for 
resources, all in the form of plausible assertions of need, the demands 
from the urban centres are likely to carry the greatest weight. 

The transformation we have described was shaped by econ~mic 
development that had to redress the kind of distortions usually found 
in the social structure of post-co)onial societies. Dispersed economic 
dependence has replaced dependence on a single country and many of 
the problems of an industrialised society have come to replace those of 
a predominantly agricultural one. It is unlikely, however, that the 
1980s will be a period of stagnation or even of stability. One effect of 
the transformation is to create a highly complex society that is more 
vulnerable to international events and beyond the effective 
intervention of any single group. It is striking that today, in contrast to 
the late 1950s, there is no confidence in Ireland's ability to control its 
future. No new organisations are being proposed to assist in the task of 
national development and the experts, can only warn of the limits to 
what state policy can achieve. 
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Whatever Happened to Irish Government? 

THOMAS J. BARRINGTON 

• 
Why Government? 
Why is government necessary? What is its role? How can it be more 
effective? How does one fairly judge its perfonnance? 

1bis last is just what the plain people of Ireland do every few years 
or so: those politicians who have been entrusted with the duty of 
government give an account of their stewardship and, amid all ,he 
passion and shouting, are judged accordingly. Bu, in the longer run, 
over a quarter of a cenwry or more, when the conflicts of party and 
personality have been muted, what cri'eria does one use? And in any 
event, how relevant are these questions in assessing Irish public 
administration over the past twenty-five years? 

Government is a complex affair in a free society, entrusted only 
with tackling intractable issues of society ,hat otherwise would not be 
solved at all, or badly solved, and providing those services that would 
not be provided, or badly provided, if there were no government. 
Thus, we have government providing internal order and external 
defence. communications, economic support, social services, cultural 
continuity, and institutions to underpin these. One has only to reflect 
on the great variety of these responsibilities '0 realise how great a role 
government plays in modern society and, of necessity, to enquire how 
much of what government does is necessary for the 'wellbeing of 
society and how much of what must be done 'is well done? 

Government is, of its nature, a force making for a high, long-term 
rationality in society - as, for example, when the sum of indivi<\.ual 
and group decisions leads to social instability or injustice or endanger,. 
long-term security. An important criterion by which to judge the • 
quality of government, therefore, is the level of rationality it seeks to' 
achieve. Is it identifying the big underlying issues of society anll 
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concerning itself with clarifying and solving them so far as 
circumstances will permit? Is it showing itself competent to rise above 

, the pressing short-term problems to engage itself with those long-term 
issues that will dominate the future? Is it gearing itself to command 
future events? 

' ~en we think of government we think not only of the well 
publicised world of politics but also of the quality of the 
administration of the public services. Government is ~ partnership, the 
partnership of politics and administration. That partnership, when 
things go well, can be seen as something like a successful marriage -
the allocation of roles real and largely distinct, yet fluid when one 
partner or the other is under stress, wrapped in an envelope of mutual 
responsibility. This insight of mutual and reciprocal responsibility in 
the practice of government suggests that when something goes wrong 
it is not a question of whose is the blame: the responsibility, and the 
responsibility to do all one can to put things right, becomes joint and 
several. 

So, if we think now - as so many do - that Irish government has for 
many years been going through a bad patch, it is useless to look for 
scapegoats: what is important is to learn what has gone wrong and to 
try to devise means of putting things to rights. 

If we in Ireland look back over the performance of government in 
the past twenty five years we can see three fairly distinct periods - the 
first ten years or so, when things promised well; an intervening period 
of 5 years when the clouds began to gather; and a final period of ten 
years when unsolved difficulties have continued to mount. Many of 
the difficulties were wholly or largely outside our control- the 
troubles in the North of Ireland, the cost of energy, world recession 
and inflation. Some, like our especially high level of inflation and 
unemployment, have been partly within our control. Others have been 
basically within our own contra!, such as the state of the public 
financ~s, capital and current; the ruthlessness of the special interests; 
the collapse of planning and of other administrative techniques; the 
quality of many public services; the disarray of administrative institu
tions, central, local and functional; the failure to engage in 
institutional modernisation and reform, 

Twenty-five years ago the country was sunk in a crisis of morale; it 
went through. in the phrase of an authoritative commentator,1 I'a dark 
night of the soul". It was government, both its political and 
administrative sides. that created a new spirit of hope. enterprise. and 
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innovation. The harking back to an insular, rural past, was replaced by 
determination to look out into the western world. to learn from it, and 
to be a part of its enterprises. The new spirit worked like a charm. 
There was a future for the country. Material growth and possessions 
were there for - the grabbing? It all seemed so easy! Within a decade 
morale shot from the basement through the roo£ As the difficulties 
began to close in the response was not to tackle them with that so 
recendy acquired sense of realism and confidence but to let them 
accumulate and to let morale once again deflate. In that quarter 
century Irish society travelled a long way but, in terms of its own self
reliance, it has almost completed a full circle, becoming once .. more 
introspective. uncertain, apathetic. 

There have been notable exceptions of course and, in the context of 
government, great preoccupations: the North, membership of the 
European Community, energy, to name but three that have heavily 
diverted the talents and time of the best; but overall, the response by 
government to the challenge of our capabilities has not been 
maintained. 

The prepared mind 
Towards the beginning of our period, Gerard Sweetman, then 
Minister for Finance, had taken the tough decision to recommend the 
appointment as Secretary to the Department of Finance of an 
exceptionally able, younger man, T.K. Whitaker, 'over the heads' as 
the saying goes, of a number of able~ older ones. Two years later in 
1958, with Sweetman out of office, his successor, James Ryan, could 
commend to the government a major fruit of that decision,2 the study 
Economic Development3 that Whitaker, with some close collaborators, 
had prepared. The document had a number of facets, notably its 
essentially political concern to restore morale by instilling confidence. 
The basis for overall progress could be laid by giving ptiority to 
economic growth, by adopting realistic objectives for th~t growth, and 
by firmly relating detailed decision-making and policies. to that end. 
The First Programme for Economic Expansion 4 was, therefore. ~ document 
that aimed to achieve good government through both political and 
administrative means: the political concerned with leadership ,.and 
morale, the administrative, at heart, concerned to get the public capital 
investment programme under control and geared to the objective of
growth. 

This, unlike Pallas Athene, did not spring full-panoplied from the \ 
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progenitor's head: it was in gestation for a decade. As far back as 1949 
Patrick Lynch as economic adviser to the Taoiseach had persuaded 
John Costello that as well as a CUrrent budget there should be a public 
.capital one;5 the Swedes had shown that this could be a powerful 

. {ngioe of growth. Unfortunately, the political and administrative 
techniques of operating that system had to be learned through the slow 
pro~e~s- of trial and error. The realisation that social Keynesianism as 
then understood would not do the trick in our kiod of sociery was one 
reason for the disillusion ·of the mid fifties. What criteria for public 
capital investment could be devised? In 1956 the Capital Investment 
Advisory Conimittee under the chairmanship of John Leydon, was set 
upB and, in three vigorous reports helped to clarify the sorts of values 
that should, in the conditions of that time, govern public capital 
decisions. 7 Earlier, in 1956, Whitaker, in a notable paper to the 
Statistical and Social Inquiry Sociery of Ireland set out his own 
thinking on these matters.8 &onomic Development and the First 
Programme for &onomi, Expansion translated this thiokiog into a 
practical action programme. The process of idea, pracrical experiment, 
disillusion, review, and renewed thought had taken a decade to 
develop; but hy then the intellectual foundations had been laid and 
decisive, rapid and successful huilding could begin so that Ireland, a 
decade late, could join the great post-war upsurge of economic 
development. 

It was inevitable - and a good part of their strength - that the 
documents, prepared almost entirely in the Department of Finance, 
should rest mainly on rationalising the public capital programme. It 
was one of the retrogressions, as time went on, that this link between 
the planning system, the public capital programme and the annual 
budget should have become progressively weaker, notwithstanding 
that for nearly the whole of that time planning remained within the 
Department of Finance side by side with the normal administration of 
the ~ublic fmances, a vivid example of that constant drift to 
particularism that is a hesetting sin ofIrish public administration. 

The adoption of planning - or of 'programming' as it was 

cautiously called - was not the only major innovation of those years. 
In some ways the most remarkable change - because it represented a 
reversal not only of policies but of the whole way of thinking about 
Irish development - was the abandonment of protective self
sufficiency for the idea of export-led growth.9 

So the Industrial Development Authoriry began to emerge from its 
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civil service chrysalis and to take on something of its present form. 
Caras Traehtala, originally founded in 1952 to stimulate dollar 
exports, had its remit widened to cover all industrial exports. The 
remarkable experiment at Shannon began under the committed 
leadership of Brendan O'Regan. This turning towards the outside 
world flowed from the realisation of what was happening in Europe 
under the Treaty of Rome and that here was a chance to emerge from 
the isolation of our Atlantic mists into a more congenial clime. Not 
least of the attractions was the chance to escape from the British 
stranglehold on Irish agricultural development. It all took longer than 
seemed possible at the time; but the speed, drive and clearheadedness 
of this major piece of decision-making represented a remar~able 
example of politico-administrative leadership, that is, of effective 
govenunent. 

By one of those happy chances of history the 1957 crisis of morale 
did not fmd the governmental system unprepared. The momentum of 
what had been thought and discussed in darker times was sufficient to 
propel trus society to successful economic performance throughout the 
sunny sixties. The lift-off, psychologically and economically, in the 
late fifties shows how, in the words of Louis Pasteur, 'fortune favours 
the prepared mind'. 

The process of applied tlrinking in the economic area of government . 
has not been matched by comparable activity in other areas - infra
structural, social institutional, politica.!. Indeed, the economic success, 
whilst obscuring the need for balanced development of those areas, 
made that development the more necessary. There is no respite in 
government - success, no less than failure, calls for constant initiative 
and action and. as government grows bigger and more complex, its 
successful practice calls for ever greater sophistication. It is clear that a 
major part of that sophistication is to be ahead of the immediate 
pressure of events, to be concerned with the 'oughts' well before they 
become the 'musts'. 

The infrastructural debacle ". 
This was soon illustrated in the infrastructural area. In conj\,lnction 
with 'town and regional' the word 'planning' had long b'een a 
respectable term. Town and regional planning had been a responsibi!
ity oflocal government under two, curiously conditional, Acts of 1934, 
'and 1939. Under these, each local authority adopting them had to ,' 
prepare a plan setting out permissible physical or infrastructural 
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de~e1opment for. it seemed. all ,time. By the early 1950s. no such plan 
had.been prepared. In 1953'0 however, the Courts. at the instance of a 

' . bUilding contractor. required the Dublin Corporation to produce its' 
, plall. Only when tbis emerged was it seen that the law. if it were to be 
, followed. required the production of intellectual monstrosities and 
'administrative nightmares. The law clearly required drastic amend
ment; -but not until another legal action was threatened did new 
proposvs emerge in what became the Local Government (Planning 
and Development) Act. 1963. 

A formid~ble legal and institutional apparatus was erected. but has 
proved extraordinarily sterile. What values was it intended to realise? 
What sorts of infrastructural and cnltural policies should it implement? 
How were these to be shaped with prospects of success? The great 
engine found itself operating in a vast intellectual scrubland in which. 
in a whole generation. virtually no cultivation had taken place. To take 
the most dramatic example. what was to be done about the growth. the 
decay, and the redevelopment of Dublin? What was the role of 
government in relation to the capital city? (A group of students in 
Hume Street showed the limits of positive governmental vandalism; 
but overall?). What was to be the role of the city government itself. 
incapable of reversing the momentum of its own initial mistake at 
Wood Quay? 

So much for the local and regional level, but what form of planning 
was devised to relate the positive developmental works of local 
authorities on roads. housing. and sanitary services - all ftnanced by 
capital provided by central government - with a coherent form of 
national planning for infrastructural development with overall 
priorities and cleareut and real fmancial commitments? In the seventies 
as the long decline of population began to be reversed. a special 
priority was given to housing. and here some remarkable work was 
done. Other aspects of infrastructural development - such as 
tra~rt. communications, industrial development. all largely 
financed from the public capital programme - were related together 
largely at haphazard. Policies were devised for the development of 
some infrastructural services but not for others; wbile planning
which is about the ordering and co-ordination of policies - simply did 
not take off. 

What emerges is that 'planning' is a severe intellectual exercise and 
this requires, in the infrastructural area, at least as much commitment 
to hard thought. to unflinching review. and to conceptual develop-
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ment as in the economic area. For all its long and respectable pedigree 
and for all its vast ca~ital needs, (in recent years some 60% of the 
Capital Programme') infrastructural 'planning' has revealed a 
disconcerting side to the quality of Irish government. The recent 
frenetic attempt to tackle the telecommunications tangle and the sorry 
fate of the recent Roads Plan,'· illustrate how far government has, in 
practice, fallen below the level of the 1960s. So far, there is nothing to 
show that anything has been learned for the practice of government 
from this experience. 

Emerging social issues • 
For a third, newly emerged area, social development, one can paint a 
somewhat different, perhaps more hopeful, picture in that we can see 
the learning process of government at work - slowly and patchily, as is 
the way, but with some assurance. Social expenditure as a generator of 
growth in an open economy had failed in the fifties and the new 
thinking gave absolute priority in new spending and policies to 
generating economic growth. This, it was rightly argued, would 
provide the means for social spending which, in the words of the Third 
Programme,13 would involve an ' equitable sharing' of what was 
going. But what was 'equitable? Were there principles that might 
govern the process of social redistribution? A rapidly growing 
economic system could look after the rewards of those who partici
pated in it. But even within that system how were those rewards to be 
shared? If the logic of the private enterprise system was greed, then 
everyone could shout for his share - and did. Government tried to 
devise what it called 'Incomes Policies' but with, on the whole, indif
ferent success. A new Department of Labour was set up and many 
improvements in labour law and conditions introduced. Nonetheless. 
the underlying malaise of a society unable to resolve this issue of 
redistribution, has continued to grow until it is now a big contributor 
to the increasing ungovernability of the society as a whole. We shall 
be coming back to this surprising challenge of relative affluence - but 
for now let us mention it as one major issue, in the problem of social 
distribution. , 

The second issue was the development of specific social serVi~es, 
notably education and health. In 1965 there was published the repon 
of an OECD group, under Patrick Lynch, Inveshnent in Education, '4'> 
that provided a blueprint from 1966 for a dynamic Minister for . 
Education, Donogh O'Malley, and a stimulus for a Department long 
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re'garded as a passive facilitator bf spontaneous educational growth but 
now, under the influence of these inspirations, to become a major 
force in educational development. ' S Earlier in 1966, 0' MaUey, then 

. the Minister for Health, had published a white paper on the re-
· . .organisation of the health services.'6 This owed something to the 
di~ussions of a Dail Committee on those services that, apparently, 
never. reported but largely reflected the thinking that had been going 
on within the Department of Health. O'MaUey soon moved to 
Education, but the impetus was maintained and led to the re
organisation 'apd the major development of the health services under 
the Health Act, 1970." 

In these two services of education and health, and in others such as 
housing, 'equitable sbaring' seemed to require that they be made 
available as freely or as cheaply to as many people as possible and, 
where this was not fmanciaUy feasible, that the burden be eased by tax 
concessions. 

A third issue was the transfer of resources from the haves to the 
havenots, both by increasing b~nefits and by extending their range. 
The early assumption was that "equitable sharing' here would mean 
increasing benefits by about the same, relatively rapid, proportion as 
the total resources of the society were increasing. The discovery, 
launched at the famous 1971 Kilkenny 'Poverty' Conference of the 
Catholic Council for Social Welfare, of the incidence and extent of 
poverty in Ireland was a major shock;'8 for the future 'equity' clearly 
would mean - amongst a number of other changes - a rapid increase in 
the proportion transferred. 

Improvements in individual social services - notably education and 
health - and in the transfers led to a rapid rise in total social 
expenditure and in its proportion - to about half of a rapidly rising 
expenditure by central goverrunent.'9 This at a time when, from 1973, 
the economy had begun to flounder and its overall management had 
alrea~y lost its sense of direction. The problems produced by this rise 
were compounded by the extenr to which the social services were 
labour intensive and the rate at which labour costs in them were 
increasing. 

Already, by the mid-1960s, the need to give some general thought 
to the principles of social development had become apparent. 
Following the Friis report,20 sponsored by the Social Affairs Division 
of the United Nations for the Institute of Public Administration, the 
need for a programme of applied social research was accepted. 
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Accordingly, the Economic Research Institute was remodelled in 1966 
to become the Economic and Social Research Institute. The third (and 
last) plan, the Third Programme for Economic and Social Development 
1968-72, had, in its title and briefly in its text, formally recognised the 
principle, if not much else, of the complex relationship of getting and 
spending.21 

It was not until the former advisory National Industrial and 
Economic Council (1960-72) (NIEC) was reconstituted in 1973 as the 
National Economic and Social Council (NESC) - this following 
pressure from the Council for Social Welfare - that real progress 
began to be made in the understanding of how haphazard and 
contradictory had been the growth of the social services. A serie! of 
notable NESC reports over the past decade has documented the extent 
to which, to take one example, indiscriminate subsidisation and 
taxation reliefs tend to benefit the better, rather than the worse, off. 22 

This bears out the cogency of one of Gunnar M yrdal' s arguments23 

that the sum of ad hoc governmental interventions in any area is . 
wasteful and contradictory, and that, in consequence, planning is 
necessary for rationality, economy and effectiveness. 

This illustrates that there is a subj ect of social development as part 
of the process of government; that it is concerned with great 
emotional and disruptive forces; that it raises issues transcending the 
development of individual social services; that it is concerned with the 
wise and humane - that is, planned - '¥" of vast public expenditures; 
and that it takes a long time to tease out its main principles and. 
perhaps, a very long time to incorporate them into the year-to-year 
process of government. 

Nolumus mutari 
In a fourth area - institutional development - major issues bave also 
emerged bur progress in solving them has been wholly inadequate. 
The last quarter of a century has seen the state in Ire~d take on a 
greatly enlarged role, qualitatively and quantitatively - qua'litatively in 
the aspiration to 'plan for national development' and quantitatively by 
some doubling of the ratio of public expenditure to national income. 2' 

There has been institutional change in consequence, not by 
institutional development but by a combination of varying responses: in . 
the legislative bodies, institutional paralysis; in the popularly elected '. 
local bodies, institutional decay; and in the rest, institutional 
proliferation - proliferation within the institutions and proliferation 

97 

• 

\ 



• 

between them. These 
development of the 
development. 

Unequal Achievement 

respoqses suggest drift. not 
institutions of goverrunent 

the consaous 
for national 

So far as the administrative side of govenunent is concerned. the 
, heart of the matter is at the level of the senior civil service where. 
'1lllder ministers. the problems of government are gathered together 

for analysis. policy formulation and control. 
The growth of government over the past 25 years has been 

formidable. In real terms the growth of central government 
expenditute, has been about sixfold}' The number of government 
departments (including the two large' offices' of Revenue and Public 
Works) has risen from 15 to 20 and the number of civil servants has 
about doubled.26 Even allowing for the 'hiving off to state-sponsored 
bodies of work formerly done by civil servants. this does not seem to 
be a disproportionate rate of growth. 

Contrast this with the growth in the higher civil service. taken here 
(somewhat arbitrarily) to mean the general service grades from 
secretary to assistant principal plus the corresponding ranks in the 
Department of Foreign Aflaits. in the 20 departments and major 
offices. The figwes may be summarised as follows : 

Deputy Sees. and higher 
Asst. Secretaries 
Principals 
Asst. Principals 

1956-7 1982 

29 
53 

108 
196 

72 
102 
386 
930 

% Increase 

148 
92 

248 
374 

Totals 386 1490 286 
In general. the administrative class has almost quadrupled in the past 

quarter of a century. It is instructive to compare this pattern with what 
has been happening at the level of overall administrative co-ordination; 
the centre of the thinking part of the administrative side of govern
meJ1t. Here the three crucial departments are Taoiseach, Finance and 
Public Service: 
Department 1956-7 1982 % Increase 

Administrative Staff (Nos) 

Taoiseach 4 35 

Finance 
42 187 

Public Service 141 
Totals 46 363 700 
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While the administrative class, as defined, has risen almost fourfold, 
that part of it concerned with overall co-ordination has risen eightfold. 

lbere has been, therefore, a great growth in that part of the civil 
service concerned with the thinking part of government and, especially 
dramatically, that part concerned with the co-ordination of that 
thinking; but, as is apparent, this has not been accompanied by 
increased thoughtfulness in the evolution of new policies and effective 
plans for its emerg;ng dilemmas. Indeed, there is steadily mounting 
evidence to suggest that in idemifying problems, in appraisal of projects, 
in co-ordinatiOfI of policies, in planning, in implementation of decisions, in 
management, and even in concern for safi.ty. there are some de~sive 
indications of what one must deduce as decline. There is not space to 
illustrate this judgement in detail, but a fe:v references to document it 
must be made. '-

Enough has been said above to illustrate the failure to identify soon 
enough, or at all, major problems of a hmg-term progranune for 
national development. Below there is .'ome discussion of the 
significance of the administrative failure to grasp the implications of 
the alienation of the people. 

As to appraiS4l, consider the fate of the Public Capital Programme, 
the flagship of the whole enterprise. In recent yean, Irish capital 
investment, has been, as a proportion of GNP, amongst the highest of 
the 24 members of the OECD, normally second only to that of 
Japan;28 so relatively we have been investing very heavily. Of total 
capital formation the public sector contributes nearly half and directly 
influences a good part of the remainder.29 Now, we have little or no 
economic growth and seriously deficient public services, a clear sign of 
poor appraisal. Various techniques - capital appraisal, cost benefit, 
progranuning planning budgeting - to improve the sophistication of 
appraisal were tried and because they did not fulfU (excessive) 
expectations were, like the toys of a wanton child, simply thrown 
away leaving an inadequate legacy of disciplined thinking. 

One has only to look at the social services, at taxation, at the slow -
and still partial - coming together of industrial, infra structural. and 
educational development. to realise how ill..:oordinated and hapltazard 
in practice is the operation overall of so much of government actiVi,ty. 

Much of this might have been remedied if we had made a success 'Qf 
planning after the First Programme. The more ambitious Second and\ 
Third Programmes had to be abandoned and since then. apart from a . 
flurry of documents30 issued in a spirit of 'irrational optirnism'31 from \. 
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the short-lived Department of ,Economic Planning and Development, 
there has been, to the time of wri ting, nothlng at all. 

A selective view tends to be taken about the implementation of 
, governmental decisions. For example, the Third Programme for 
,Economic and Social Development, 1968-72, said that each 

department would be equipped with a 'development unit'.32 In 1970 
the govermneni adopted the Devlin proposal that each department 
should have four staff units, one of them for planning. Only now are 
these becoming general in the departments. (This is not to argue that 
organisation .. pf itself will lead to policy formulation and its integration 
into planning. For example, the then Department of Transport and 
Power, to its credit, quickly set up a planning unit - yet look at what 
recent reports have to say about transport policy and planning!)33 In 
1967 the government announced the so-called 'decentralisation' of 
two government departments to provincial towns, and early in 1979 
the dispersal of parts of others to 'about eight' provincial townS.34 In 
the former context an inter-departmental committee was set up in 
1975 to assist in implementing \he Devlin proposaP5 for a 'very early 
examination' of the problems of the co-ordination of the field 
activities of all departments and of local authorities at regional level, 
what came to be called 'sub-national systems'; but nothing has 
emerged. 

The quality of management in the telecommunications service and as 
between the Department of Finance on the one hand and the 
Department of Posts and Telegraphs on the other, has been 
documented in the Dargan Report.36 The belated, and disastrous, 
introduction of automatic data processing in the Department of Social 
Welfare has resulted in much suffering for poor people. 

Lastly, no one can read the Costello Report on the Whiddy Island 
disaster,37 or the so far available newspaper reports of the Keane 
Report on the Stardust disaster, without being seriously concerned 
abou", the concern for safety of a number of public bodies in times of 
changing technology. 

This recital illustrates some things that have gone wrong, but against 
that, of course, there are many things that have gone well. (Contrast, 
for example, the early and brilliant computemation in Revenue with 
the Social Welfare story). One must always recognise the vast amount 
of dedicated work that goes on. But government is about problems 
and enough has emerged to the public eye that a great increase in the 
size of the administrative class seems to be far from matched by an 
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increase in its overall performance; to achieve better performance calls 
for much better organisation and especially for active administrative 
development to make better use of the vast human resources and 
qualities available in the public service. 

In 1959 I argued that 'the next necessary !hing' in ensuring adequate 
policy formulation was positive action to enhance the quality of the 
higher civil service by a sophisticated promotion and mobility policy 
for the grades from assistant principal upwards, so that talent be 
identified and developed.38 Only now is some small progress being 
made in this crucial area - a quarter of a century lost through the 
inertia of civil service management and the narrow selfishness o£ civil 
service unions.39 

Already in 1959, Professor (now Sir) Charles Carter, then a 
member of the Capital Investment Advisory Committee, said: lIt is 
unwise to enter the competitive world of Five Year Plans without 
putting the planrting machinery right flrst. It is not only unwise; it is 
dangerous'.40 By the mid-1960s some of these dangers were becoming 
evident in NIEC and elsewhere as anxiety about the outcome of the 
Second Programme began to mount. Tbere followed the setting up, in 
1966, of the Public Services Organisation Review Group under the 
chairmanship ofLiam St]. Devlin. The Group's remit was: 

Having regard to the growing responsibilities of Government, to 
examine and report on the orgartis~tion of the Departments of State 
at the higher levels, including both the appropriate distribution of 
functions as between both Departments themselves and 
Departments and other bodies. 

The Devlin Report of 1969 proposed a number of structural 
changes, mainly concerned to ensure that the higher civil service had a 
clear duty to see its primary role as policy formulation and planrting 
and that it be freed and adequately equipped for tbai task. The three 
crucial Devlin recommendations - the setting up of the D~artrnent of 
the Public Service, the introduction of the four staff urtits (for planrting 
flnance, personnel and orgartisation) and the division of dep:ir!ments 
into policy urtits (aireachts) around ministers, and executive urtits on 
the lines of the state-sponsored bodies - were accepted by " th~ 
government in 1970 and 1971. In the aireacht case there were to be 
experiments in four (later flve) departments. 

Now twelve years later, there is little to show, but the problems 
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remain and grow. If Devlin is' not the answer, what answers is the 
civil service system itself producing? If, as I would hold. the answer is ~ 
'little or none' the service has left itself open to very severe criticism -oJ 

·indeed. The abortive ' sub-national' inquiry (P. 00 above) is a telling 
' -illustration of this failure . 

. '.The Devlin proposals offered. in some degree. a means of getting 
an inc,easingly complex governmental system under effective political 
and administrative control. The great growth in the tasks of Irish 
government has not been adequately reflected in the role of a minister 
as envisaged\in the Ministers and Secretaries Act. 1924 - something 
similar to that 'of the owner Qf a village shop. directly relating to every 
customer and taking all the necessary decisions. But Irish government 
with this year a turnover of almost £6bn .• now resembles in many 
ways a transnational wm. These. to survive. have had to adjust the 
role of top management to cope with extended responsibilities. Many 
politicians. especially those with experience of office. recognise the 
problem; but others. especially those without such experience, are 
deeply embedded in that village shop. Given this division on the 
political side. and the inertia - i1Jdeed some active hostility - on the 
administrative side, one can under<tand why those politicians who 
took the necessary decisions have been slow to demand that they be 
effectively implemented. 

Less understandable is the gap between the legislature and the 
pro=s of government. and the sense of unreality about the 
proceedings of the two Houses of the Oireachtas. Even the 
parliamentary question system has become so bloated as to be virtually 
useless. Procedural reform now gets some political thought. but there 
seems little momentum behind the idea that the legislature in this 
country, as in others, should playa more positive part in considering 
what ought to be done about the emerging problems and should exact 
a higher standard of public accountability. 
Th~ exception. the Joint Committee on State-Sponsored Bodies, has 

made a considerable number of reports on individual state-sponsored 
bodies raising issues of considerable public interest. but not one report 
has so far been discussed by either House. Similarly. the work of the 
Joint Committee on Secondary Legislation of the European 
ComnlUnities IS unpassively received. 

In general. infortned study and discussion of the problems of 
government occurs. not in the legislature. but in other institutional 
structures. fortnal and informal. For example. the princip4:s. 
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objectives, priorities and progress of planning have been the business 
not of the legislature but of two appointed bodies, the National 
Indusrrial and Economic Conncil and its successor the National 
Economic and Social Council. Similarly, strategic decisions about the 
society have been reached with the 'social partners' or with the great 
vocational and corporate interests, not with the legislature. One 
wonders how the democratic system can maintain itself when its 
centtal institution is content to be largely irrelevant to such major 
decision-making. 

Least understandable of all is the fate that has befallen the local 
Rovernment system. In many counrries local government is pr~vided 
for under the national constitution and administration of local services 
under populady elected representatives is regarded as a key-stone of 
democracy; but over the past 25 years that key-stone has, in this 
country, been so chipped away and the local representative system has 
been treated with such apparent contempt that either other counrries 
are quite mistaken or at least part of our governmental edifice is in 
danger of collapse. 

As one looks back over the past 25 years it becomes clear that just 
too many of the crucial insti tutions of our democracy have been, and 
are being, neglected. Given this widening gap in the degree of 
acceptance of change, it is no wonder that the gravest of all the 
domestic problems that have emerged in those years is that of our own 
governability, daily bedevilling the practice of politics and 
administration. It is as if an ice floe wefe to crack and break, leaving 
government on one part and the governed on the other, each drifting 
steadily, inexorably apart. 

Social responsibility 
In the long run government cannot operate without the consent of the 
governed or of some considerable section of them, as the government 
of Northern Ireland discovered. If popular consens~ begins to be 
withdrawn and breaches grow in the sense of social x;ohesion, the 
foundations of healthy government are uncknnined. The larger 
government becomes and the more pervasive its operations, tf.1e more 
crucial become consensus and cohesion. This is not just a questipn of 
the degree of popular support that political parties can evoke, it 
applies to the whole structure, political and administrative. There 'is, 
wholly inadequate recognition of this point both at the level of pQ!itics 
and, most particularly, at the level of administration. The consequence " 
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has been the hastening drift to ungovernability. 
Our period opened with the recognition, at both political and 

administrative levels, that crucial to success was the raising of the 
morale of the people. Then we became, in Stalin's phrase, • dizzy with 
~S1!ccess' . Then again, as over-confidence began to wane, arose a new 
problem - how to restore a reasonable degree of trust in the virtues of 
collective discipline and social morality, values essential to the 
effective practice of government. 

As society develops the degree of interaction within it much 
increases. A local disruption, therefore, can have damaging effects far 
and wide. This 'point was ma<\e by the Irish bishops in an insufficiently 
discussed pastoral issued in 1977, which stressed: 

In this new situation we just cannot continue to think and act in the old 
selfish and individualistic ways. Unless the new fact of 
interdependence is accompanied by a sense of community and 
brotherhood, then society is bound to get more and more violent and 
destructive. 41 

In a book published in 1980.42.Professor J. J. Lee has this to say: 

It would be hard to argue that even the most selfish group of workers 
like the maintenance men who went on strike in 1969. exhibit a cruder 
moral sense than the most selfish sectors of other, and more affiuent, 
groups. Like those veterinary surgeons laden down with their trophies 
from the battle against brucellosis, or the big farmers wending their 
way in sombre procession to the poor house in Brussels, or the doyens 
of the Incorporated Law Society striving might and main to ensure fair 
entry to their profession, or the disciples of Hippocrates deluging the 
Revenue Commissioners with their tax returns. By the traditional 
standards of the society in which they find themselves, most Irish 
industrial workers. at least, may have some claim to consider 
thems~lves remarkably honest men. 

Since then more examples have accumulated. Take, for example, 
the teacbers. Professor Dale Tussing pointed out in a study published 
in 197843 that, thanks largely to the self-sacrifice and economical 
management of religious. there were large hidden economies in Irish 
education. The teachers soon swept that kitty clean. Tbey now, there 
being nothing left for educational development, complain about the 
failure further to reduce class sizes! 

104 



Whatever Happened to Irish Government? 

But why particularise? What is being described is, of course, the law 
of the jungle. One is reminded of the famous piece by Thomas 
Hobbes on the quality of life in the state of nature, 'the life of man 
solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short'. It is the glory of the State to 
have superseded the law of the jungle with order, peace and 
procedure. so far as individuals are concerned. But now, the war is 
not, as Hobbes described it, of'everyone against everyone', but of more 
and more groups that pit themselves against the rest of society in· a 
kind of institutional brigandage, free of the trammels of collective 
morality and patriotic responsibility. 

Another of the symptoms of malaise has been the high nuIflber of 
working days lost through strikes, often for apparently trivial re~sons 
and occasionally prompted by a death-wish. These symptoms suggest 
the alienation of the work force. In a number of places management 
was improved but the problem of alienation, if thai is what it is, has 
not been tackled. Worker-participation seemed. in some countries, a 
remedy for alienation so this was tried, but in a typically triviali;ed 
way. No participation, of course, on the shop floor where the workers 
actually live and move and have their grievances, but in a selected 
number of state-sponsored bodies they are now empowered to elect 
some members to the board. Admirable in itself, but wholly 
inadequate to the scale of the problem. And what about the private 
sector? This is not government: it is cosmetics. 

So too, in relation to the redress of citizens' grievances. By any 
standard, Irish government is in this area extraordinarily backward 
compared with other democracies and, indeed, some that are not 
democracies in our sense. Irish government is extremely complicated. 
it is usually remote, it is uninformative, it has limited procedures for 
orderly redress" and often operates badly those procedures it has.'5 

One gets the impression that officials lack the imagination - or the 
democratic concern - to jump over the counter and look at themselves 
and their work through the eyes of their clients. Those who do have 
this opportunity - the practising politicians - are happy {a act, to an 
ever increasing extent, as scavengers on the decaying system. There is 
no interest in establishing procedures for administrative simplification 
and justice such as exists in other cuuntries except, again. at the level 
of the trivial and the cosmetic. So, when at length the Oireachtas gQt 
around to doing something in this area, it enacted the Ombudsmati Ad . 
1980. At best an ombudsman is the cap-stone of a proper system fo~ . '., 
redressing grievances; but. in the absence of such a system and given .. 
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the' limited functions of the oEftce now created, it is in this case not 
more than, as it has been called, an 'ombudsmouse'. Even then, two 
year;; after the passing of the Ac~ no appointment has been made . 

. ' Irish government is remarkably centtalised, and the steady drift 
~"",y from local government makes it more centralised still. This is, of 
cOlu~e, contrary to what is happeniog in most other European 
democr~Cies where one of the remedies for Big Government and the 
problem's that follow from it, is . the renewal of local and regional 
governments and a transfer to them not only of massive functions but 
also of substantial democratic discretion. The purpose is not only to 
free central government for the overall tasks of government, but also 
to involve the people to a very considerable degree in the 
responsibility of governing themselves. In Ireland, however, when we 
talk of' decentralisation' we mean dropping fragments of public bodies 
in provincial towns. This is to distribute goodies, but it has nothing 
whatever to do with 'decentralisation' which means to distribute 
discretion'6 Similarly, ' regional development' in this country is 
usually held to mean something done to a region by a benign central 
authority, not done by a region for itsel£ 

Our period has seen in this country, the rise of corporatism. This 
seems to be a feature of the modem world but we have here an 
especially virulent breed; virulent, I believe, because rather than 
develop a responsible democracy by effective systems for economic 
participation, for redressing grievances, for exercising responsibility -
to name but three - we have shown. administratively, a terrifying 
complacency and, politically, an unerring instinct for the trivial. Now 
with the clouds gathering about us once again, with an over
centralised government unable to govern, with corporate bodies 
operating their feudal raids, with the taxpayers' revolt, and foreign 
borrowing no longer a soft option, our total neglect of political 
develop~ent has reached its nemesis. 

We might have paid more heed to the world about us, particularly 
to another small country with its own difficulties. At about the time 
our troubles began to emerge in the late 196Os, the first of the tax 

revolts broke out in Denmark, a rich, very advanced social democracy 
with a population of about half as great again as ours and an area not 
much more than half of ours. It became clear that 'beyond the welfare 
state' lay the problem of the responsible society. The analysis was that 
the kind of irresponsibility inherent in the Danish protest could be 
countered by inviting the citizens into the closed world of government 
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and by sharing responsibility with them over a wide area. This was 
done through an orderly programme extending over ten years from 
1970. First a large number of small, archaic local authorities were 
reconstituted into 273 municipalities and 14 counties, plus the Greater 
Copenhagen Council. To this system, an orderly, massive transfer of 
central government functions was made insofar as they impinged 
directly on people and were thick on the ground. Now, about 70 per 
cent of governmental functions are handled by the new local 
authorities with a wide degree of discretion.47 The problems of 
governing Denmark have not been solved - the problems of a 
government are perennial - but a grave danger to Danish gove"1j11ent, 
such as we are facing, seems to have been averted by resolute and 
serious-minded action. 

There is increasing acceptance in European countries that three 
great diseases of the modern state are alienation of the people, amoral 
centralised corporatism, and congested government. I think there can 
be no doubt but that, in this country, those three diseases are far 
advanced. The remedies now being adopted elsewhere in Europe are 
first, to counter alienation by involving the people in widely based 
participation; so secondly, setting up a democratic counteracting force 
to the abuses of corporatism; and thirdly, enabling central 
governments to shed much of their ctippling loads. That is, they take 
steps to .achieve a more democratic and morc responsible society by 
diffusing responsibility through democratic institutions. In this country 
we drift in another direction - treating alienation with the political 
equivalent of the occasional aspirin, selling out to rapacious 
corporatism and loading still more on central government 
notwithstanding its declining level of performance. That is to say, we 
have chosen to drift steadily towards disaster. 

Our period began with a brilliant demonstration in Economic 
Development and the First Programme for Economic Expansion of what 
positive, principled government can do for the country. The period 
ends with the pressing need for a comparable document setting out, in 
an equally serious and committed way, priociples for political 
development to be embodied in a First,Programme for Democratic 
Expansion. ~ ~ 

, 
Unf'mished agenda ". 
'I think it is true to say', said Sean Leruass to a conference of the 
Institute of Public Administration in 1961, 'that in some Government 
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Departments there is still a tendency to wait for new ideas to walk in 
through the door'. 48 From the review we have been making, we can, I 
think, conclude that this applies to the whole governmental system, 
that the ideas have been few, that when they have tried to cross the 

··t\>resholds they have received a chilly reception, and that many of 
those that survived 'to be adopted were applied in routine, uncreative, 
even frivolous ways. The major conclusion that emerges is, after the 
initial period, of an extraordinary dearth of intellectual inquiry and 
ferment, an4 consequently, of the adoption and adaptation of ideas. 'I 
am not sure n~w if the biggest problem after all will not be one of 
organisation'. ~aid T. K. Whitaker to the same group - 'how 
Secretaries and other senior officers can organise their time and work 
so as to get away from their desks and the harassing experiences of 
every day sufficiently to read, consider, and consult· with others in 
order to be able to give sound and comprehensive advice on future 
development policy' .49 

Ideas are, basically, solutions to problems as perceived: good 
advice, thetefore, depends on knpwledge, persistent analysis, capacity 
for abstraction - and discussion. 'From the dash of ideas', said Patrick 
Lynch, 'minds ignite'. What is at stake here is the capacity to achieve 
creative thinking within necessarily rigid structures and to prevent 
minds from becoming dulled from the daily routine. This is, first, the 
task of mobilising the best of the talent that is, or that can be made, 
available. Of the overall urgency of getting creativity going at the 
thinking levels of government let there be no doubt whatever. The 
individual or group, whether by inaction or opposition, that impedes 
action on this commits a grave offence against the national interest. 

This leads to the second point - that somehow the practice of 
government must be professionalised so that it will have continually 
before it the pursuit of excellence in the national interest, that there 
will be a lively concern for the advance of knowledge, for the quality 
of pra~ce, and for the standards of commitment and performance. 
This is something only the members of the profession can do for 
themselves, a task for them of special urgency and of personal and 
patriotic responsibility. In particular, that there will be a wide 
acceptance of personal responsibility for getting decisions taken and 
for putting them promptly into effect. 

Thirdly, thinking about government is different from thinking 
about economics, or sociology, or the environment, or organisation. or 
politics, or law, or whatever, although it depends greatly on the 
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insights these studies can yield. It is concerned, in a way similar to 
medicine, with the implications of the relationships of these insights to 
the functioning of the corporate body and in optimising their moving, 
mutual balances in critical times. Of course for the best solutions there 
will also be required, as in medicine, outstanding flair; but in the hard 
graft of raising the effective level of government overall, there is no 
substitute for raising its level of rationality by a well developed 
planning system, so that throughout government there will be a 
common purpose and a number of bench marks of rationality against 
whieh more specific decisions and policies can be evolved and tested. 

Fourthly, there is need to develop the learning proce~ of 
government by the practice of orderly review for the purpose of 
building into future action the relevant lessons of experience. Here, 
one might think, is a major role for the legislature and for the elected 
representatives generally; but in any event, the administrative system 
must build an effective system so as to learn to remedy faults in a 
continuing, iterative process. Where review of this kind does not 
operate effectively there is the danger there will be unlearning, as 
seems to have happened with the planning process and a number of 
financial techniques. Again, there is the ever present possibility that 
little or no learning will even begin, as seems to have happened with 
planning in the infraslructural area and development in the political 
one. 

Fifthly, there is the clear need to aGcelerate this learning process. It 
is sobering to reflect that it took almost ten years to get capital 
budgeting under control and, after twice as long, social development is 
not yet at the operational stage. 

Sixthly, there is urgent need to get ahead with institutional 
adaptation. Somebody must make up his mind sometime on how 
governmental structures are to be adapted to the problems of the 
present and the future - what parr the legislature, ministers, civil 
service, local and regional government, and the state-sponsored bodies 
are to play in the governmental process and how their roles are to be 
defined in some c1earcut and orderly way relevant to their respon
sibilities. 

Finally, there is the question of actively working towards a 'more 
democratic and responsible society - where the people generally Will 
be able to be closely involved in public affairs; where corporate bodies' 
will operate within the constraints both of a moral and patriotic code ' 
and decentralised political institutions; and where public morale will 
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be based on a spirit of inform,ed realism - not to lose heart in bad 
times, not to lose head in good times and not to lose concern at all 
times. 

In the last analysis. what matters is me healm of our democracy. If 
<mere are to be plans or programmes or policies for national 
deyelopmerlt these must relate in some way to a conscious public 
philosophy embodying me aspirations of most people and capable of 
being argued about by the rest. Our governmental system has lurched 
from hazard to hazard -with no sufficient care for mought and 
discussion 'of principles and objectives. It is time to apply the 
experience of me past 25 years: thought and discussion achieve a great 
deal in the practical world; the descent from mought and discussion 
brings back the bad times. 

Whatever happened to Irish government in the past 25 years? Alas. 
a loss of ideas and ideals. confidence and competence; but nothing that 
concern, vision and resolution calUlot remedy. As we look towards the 
next 25 years and me new century. we see looming up the same 
unsolved problems. an unfinished agenda. compounded by delay. For 
that agenda. without doubt.: many new problems will present 
memselves. to tax intelligence. thoughtfulness. creativity and 
resolution. This is. of course. the challenge. the exhilaration. of 
government. 
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- To approve and recognise courses 

- To grant and confer National Awards on students who successfully complete 
approved courses 

THE AWARD LEVELS OF COUNCIL ARE: 
ONE·YEAR CERliFICATE 
NATIONAL CERTIFICATE 
NATIONAL DIPLOMA 
BACHELOR'S DEGREE 
GRADUATE DI PLOMA 
MASTER'S DEGREE 

National Certificates and National Diplomas account for a high proportion of the totar • 
awards conferred. A National Certificate may be obtained after a two-year fu ll-time 
course and a National Diploma after a furt her year. These awards may also be 
obtained through a comparable period of part-time study. A Degree course normally 
takes four years. Courses leading to the award of Graduate Diploma are designed for 
graduates seeking vocational 're-orientation' and afe usually of one year's duration. 

COURSES LEADING TO NCEA AWARDS ARE PROVIDED AT THE 
FOLLOWING LOCATIONS: 
In Regional Technical Colleges, Colleges of Technology, Nationallnstitules for Higher 
Education, Thomond College of Education, the National College of Art and Design. 
and other institutions of higher education throughout the country. 

STANDARDS: , 
Council. through Its Boards of Stud ies, specialist Assessors and Extern.Examiner5. at 
all times seeh.s to ensure thai courses leading to its awards are analogous to 
academic slandards elsewhere. and carry with them appropriate professional status. 

FOR FURTHER INFORMATION: '. , 
Please reler to the DfNctory of NCEA Approved Courses In Hlgh. r I!ducaUon 
(2nd Edit ion' for general information on aU courses approved of by Councll. FurUier 
related information may be obtained from tim e to time in various NCEA publications. 
Details of specific courses may be obtained directly from the educational institution 
concerned. . 
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The Central Administration 

PETER GAFFEY 

It is convenient, and now widely accepted, to regard the public 
administration in Ireland as a trinity comprising the central administra
tion, the local authorities and the state-sponsored bodie~ Following 
Section 1 of the Ministers and Secretaries Act,. 1924, the central 
administration is concerned with the administration and business of the 
public services distributed among the departments of state assigned to 
and administered by ministers of the government; in effect, it is the 
functions and organisation of ministers and the civil service in their 
departmen~ 1\ look at the numbers of people involved, however, 
suggests that this tripartite classification is not based on any natural 
oraer, it is, in fact, changing as we observe it. In 1957 there were less 
than 35,000 civil servants; to-day, there are over 60,000 but, next year, 
with the proposed departure of the' postal and telecommunications 
services, there will be no more than 32,000. 

In 1957 the boundaries of the central administration seemed 
reasonably settled. The civil service and departments were very like 
the institutions set up on the foundation of the state. Some functions 
had been redistributed since 1924; the numbers of non-industrial civil 
servants had grown from 21,000 in 1922 to 35,000 in 1957 but this 
increase was largely attributable to the increase in public business in 
that period. The Civil Service Commissioners Act and the Civil 
Service Regulation Act of 1956 consolidated the basic' provisions 
governing recruitment and tenure of civil servants. Althouglt many 
new functions had been assigned to state-sponsored bodie~' these 
bodies were seen as discharging functions different from.,hose of the 
central administration. '~ 

In fact, the administrative outlook in 1957 w~s still mainly . 
influenced by the philosophy of the founding fathers of the .dminis- .. 
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tration. That philosophy, as expressed in the Ministers and Secretaries 
Ac~ 1924, was predominantly centralist, bringing most functions of 
'government under direct ministerial control and making provision for 
bringing under direct control almost every other function of 
'government which had escaped the net. As described in the Report of 
thi! Public Services Reorganisation Review Group, such a system, 
concentrating total responsibility in the hands of a few ministers, 
proved' unworkable and two devices were adopted to make it work
an informal. delegation to civil servants and the invention of the state
sponsored body. In 1957, however, the state-sponsored bodies were 
mainly of the' commercial type and were regarded more or less as 
companies owned by ministers and their department~ the scale of the 
non-commercial bodies was relatively small 

Formally, there has been little change in the constitutional and legal 
position since 1957: Under Article 28.2 of the Constitution, 

'The executive power of the State shall, subject to the provisions of 
this Constitution, be exercise4 by or on the authority of the 
Government' 

and Article 28.12 provides that 'the organisation of and distribution of 
business amongst Departments of State, . . ' shall be regulated by law. 

The government and individual ministers through their departments 
are responsible for the administration and business of the public 
services as set out in the Ministers and Secretaries Acts. Most of the 
business assigned to state-sponsored bodies is new and is carried out on 
the authority of the government Where such bodies perform 
commercial type functions, few would question that, with appropriate 
relationships to Ministers, they should form a sector of government 
business separate from the central administration. In regard to the non
commercial 'bodies, however, the existence both of state-sponsored 
bodie~ and executive branches of departments to perform comparable 
functions casts doubts on the whole organisation of the public 
business. In the consideration of central administration. therefore. it is 
necessary to consider why functions which formerly would have been 
handled by executive branches of government departments are 
increasingly assigned to non-commercial state-sponsored bodies. 

Usually, the primary reason advanced is that civil service structure 
and status does not suit the particular activity to be discharged. It is 
argued that the more closely a new activity is related to the private 
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sector, the more closely should its organisational forms and practices 
conform to those of the private sector. 

It is also argued that the assignment of responsibility for overall 
management and direction to a board of directors follows normal 
commercial practice; the board has a mandate and, with the removal 
of an area of settled policy from day-to-day parliamentary scrutiny and 
from government accounting procedures, it should be able to get on 
with the job much more effectively than would an executive branch of 
a government department, subject to the normal constraints. What 
constraints are normal is, however, an open questiolL In recent years, 
much of the argument in this area has been concerned with the pq,wer 
of boards to fix staff pay levels without central co-ordination or 
direction, an issue with much wider social implications. 

Finally, there is the functional argument in favour of single purpose 
organisations which devote themselves completely to the achievement 
of given objective~ Indeed, if staff can be transferred between 
different areas of the public service so that people of ability are not 
confined to restricted careers in small bodies, this argument has 
particular validity. One great virtue of the civil service type of 
organisation in the pas~ however, was the ease with which the 
resources of a single service could be diverted to meet urgent and 
unforeseen needs and steps must be taken to ensure that the activities 
of such bodies do not acquire a life of their own even when the need 
for their services has ceased to exist. 

Since the foundation of the state,' the number of civil service 
employees has grown from 21,000 to over 60,000 while the non
commercial state bodies have developed to a stage where they employ 
over 10,000 people. However, by next year, with the proposed 
assignment of the postal and telecommunications service to two 
commercial state-sponsored bodies, the civil service of the central 
administration will be almost halved to a strength of some 32,000. If 
such major changes can be made in the central services on the basis of 
decisions particular to individual parts of that service, the principles 
governing the organisation of the central administration need to be 
reconsidered Broadly, the argument that follows is tha~ subj~ct to 

overall strategic direction and control by the central administration. 
the state-sponsored body sector should be responsible for c..ommercial 
type activities and local authorities for whatever functions it is decided " . 
to administer locally. The rest of the public business is for the central 
administration. The organisation of this business is the main concern of \ 
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this article. 
The Report of the Public Services Organisotioll Review Group in 1969 was 
the first comprehensive attempt since the Ministers and Secretaries Act 
1924 to consider how the whole public sector might best be organised 

\,U\d managed. In looking at the whole area of the exercise of the 
e~e,cutive power of the state, the Group were critical of the arbitrary 
way i? which new functions of government were organised and 
concluded that' every new decision to set up a state-sponsored body is 
an avoidan~e of the main> issue involved and we suggest that the time 
has now' come, to rationalise the whole structure of the public service'. 
They also concluded that there was a unity in the public service as the 
instrument for the discharge of the executive power of the state. It 
was. however. organised on lines which were largely the result of 
historical accident and there was a need to rationalise functions and to 
secure a new division between what must be subject to political 
direction and control and what could be left to more independent 
units working through agreed systems towards defined objective~ 

The Review Group envisaged the central co-ordination of all 
government business through the staff support functions of planning. 
finance. organisation and personnel The central area would direct the 
activities of the various executive bodies in the public service 
'executive counsel'. The concept of jexecurive counsel' was de
signed to cover a wide range of relationships from the close control 
necessary in politically sensitive or temporarily badly managed bodies. 
to the much more liberal relationship with bodies whose discharge of 
their mandates was generally acceptable. 

There have been changes in circumstances affecting the public 
service since 1969. The years of economic planning and 
unprecedented growth were succeeded by accession to the European 
Communities in 1973. followed by the oil crisis and general inter
national recession. The problems facing the public service to-day 
are. !s a resul~ somewhat different from those in the period 1966-69 
during which the Review Group sat and must be taken into account 
when considering the relevance of their proposals to-day. 

First, the scale and magnitude of international changes has altered 
the demands on public management systems. The effect on western 
economies of the increased demands of the oil-producing countries led 
to a significant increase in state involvement in the economy. A 
consequence for the management of public business has been that, 
instead of managing a system that was largely administrative. 
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governments now have to manage a system that contains much more 
diverse elements, some of which were once the domain of the private 
sector. Folloyting transition to the public sector, these elements no 
longer appear susceptible to management by traditional private sector 
methods. In moving into activities which were once run on a commer
cial basis, states often doubt whether they can legitimately enter, the 
situation of making profit; without the profit and loss discipline, how
ever, it is difficult to see by what criteria the business should be 
managed. At the same time, the tools traditionally used by the state to 
manage its affairs have been blunted by efforts to deal with the crises 
of the 1970s. Traditional financial and budgetary procedures \OCre 
relaxed to deal on a short-term basis with what proved to be a long,
term shift of resources to the oil producing countries. The much
vaunted PPBS systems of the 1960s were replaced in the 1970s by less 
confidently backed variations of management by objective systems. 
These, in turn, were gradually abandoned as belief in planning 
evaporated in the heat of crises which the planners had not built into 
their projections. The public management system to-day must 
recognise and attempt to deal with the greatly increased complexity of 
the business of government. 

Secondly, this system must be designed to respond to the 
distribution of power between government and governed. Relation
ships have changed substantially in recent years with the emergence of 
highly organised interest. groups, greater government involvement in 
everyday life and the disposal by government of the greater 
proportion of the national product As a result. government is now in 
dialogue with a far wider range of organised interest groups about 
both the provision of services and the distribution of national 
resources. In relation to pay levels, for example, the type of 
generalised pay rounds which emerged in the post-war period had 
developed by the early 1970s into the National Pay Agreements and, 
by the end of the decade, into the National Understandings covering 
economic and social policies as well as pay. Although no, National 
Understanding emerged in 19131, the whole!rocess of government! 
employer/ trade union relationships in regar to pay and econ,?mic 
policies has been radically changed. At the same time, relationships 
between government and other organised groups have developed fat . 
beyond those which existed in 1957. A formal institutional response by , 
government to emerging new forms of pressure has not yet emerged . 
but the central administrative area is now regularly involved in 
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discussion and negotiation with bodies representing various interests. 
Finally, and perhaps of the greatest importance, is the effect of 

'. technological developments both on employment generally and on the 
. type of employment provided by the public service, particularly in the 
'areas of central administration It has become increasingly evident that 
in' the more developed societies the new technology increasingly 
enable~ workers to be replaced by machines. A major problem is how 
to provide meaningful occupations for those displaced by technology. 

One solUtion has been to accept the trend in the major economies 
and to move' tqe displaced to the services sector and, in particular, to 
the public sector. Indeed, this approach was adopted here to some 
extent in the job creation approach for several years after 1977 
resulting in a substantial increase in all areas of the public sector. 
However, while budgetary constraints have now come into play, the 
problem of technology-induced unemployment remains. It is difficult 
to escape the conclusion that If technology abolishes large areas of 
industrial work, a large number of people must either be maintained in 
perpetual idleness or provided with public service employment. If this 
is accepted, it must also be accepted that the cost of their maintenance 
or employment must be borne from the increased productivity 
provided by technology and those lucky enough to be retained in 
employment cannot appropriate to themselves the savings arising from 
disemploying their fellow worker~ If, on the other hand, as we have 
witnessed in recent years, some sections in both the private and public 
sectors receive unreal productivity increases, the employment situation 
is exacerbated. 

Few would dispute that if the state has to provide for the techno
logically displaced, it should do so by the offer of employment 
which would increase the total public welfare, at sustainable rates of 
pay. The second effect of technological development, unfortunately, 
comCl,S into play here. Technology offers the possibility of eliminating 
large blocks not only of industrial work, but of clerical and 
administrative work also. In particular, jobs may disappear more 
rapidly in the area of central administration with the automation of 
functions such as filing, calculation and record-keeping. A major 
problem facing the public ~ervice for the remainder of this century 
will be how to provide wotthwhile jobs for an increasing number of 
people. The pace of technological innovation is now so rapid that 
solutions to the enormous problems of how to identify and manage 
jobs and resources, to redeploy people and to ensure equity without 
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destroying society in the process, must be worked out and planned. 
They will not just happen but will be a main concern of central 
administration in the future. 

While there is a logic in dividing the administrative system into 
central. local and state-sponsored body sectors, the boundaries 
between these sectors depend on the current view of the allocation of 
power and responsibility between them. Recognising that this 
allocation must be largely arbitrary and influenced by political and 
:.a~inistrative work also. In particular, jobs may disappear more 
things might best be organised; what follows, is mainly concerned with 
the organisation and operation of the central administration. • 

Even on current assumption .. only a fraction of the 300,000 public 
sector employees are employed in the central administration. The 
breakdown in the numbers employed in 1981 is as follows: 
1 Employees of Department of State 

non-industrial civil servants 
industrial and contract staff 

2 Stale-spansored body employees 
commercial bodies 
non-commercial bodies 

3 1.0",1 authority employees 

4 Health sector employees 
regional health boards 
voluntary hospitals 
miscellaneous health bodies 

5 Educational and security service employees 
teachers and third level education 
Garda S!ochana 
defence forces 

Total 

60,500 
9,500 

57,000 
11,000 

42,000 
16,000 
5,500 

47,400 
9,900 ' 

17,200 

70,000 

68,000 

35,400 

63,500 

' . 74,500 

311 ,4QO 
On current understandings. the central administration consist~. of 
ministers and the 60,500 staff of the non-industrial civil service; with' . 
the departu~e of the 28,000 civil servants employed in the Department " , 
of Posts and Telegraphs, this figure will fall to about 32,000. Almo,t 
all the remaining categories are by general agreement or defmition not 
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part of the central administration. The commercial state-sponsored 
bodies have been placed at a remove from the centre. The local 
authorities are traditionally in a separate position and the health sector, 

, although no longer strictly in the local administration area, is still 
'nearer to that area than to the central administration. The three 
spe~alist service sectors of education, police and army are involved in 
the provision of discrete services rather than in central administration. 
The main problem arises with the non-commercial state-sponsored 
bodie~ By law, they have been placed in the same positions as the 
commercial"bodies although they discharge functions of central 
government which could just as well have been assigned to executive 
branches of departments of state. 

As we have seen, the primary reasons for the establishment of these 
bodies and the assignment to them of central government functions are 
largely managerial For an adequate consideration of the future 
organisation and functions of the central administration, the 11 ,000 
staff of the non-commercial state-sponsored bodies should, therefore, 
be added to the 32,000 civil servants remaining after the post office 
reorganisation to see how this group of over 40,000 people might be 
organised and operated. 

The present organisation is irrationaL It is hard to see why some 
executive areas of government should be assigned to departments of 
state and others to non-commercial state-sponsored bodie~ Why, for 
example, should the Department of Social Welfare administer 
unemployment benefit while AnCO is responsible for industrial 
€raining and the Department of Labour through the National 
Manpower Service looks after placement and occupational guidance? 
At the extremes. there are two alternatives. It would not be impossible. 
taking the area outlined as the central administration, to return to the 
concept in the Ministers and Secretaries Act, 1924, and bring all execu
tive lctivities now discharged by the non-commercial state-sponsored 
bodies back into the departments of state staffed by civil servants with 
ministers carrying full responsibility. There are now fifteen ministers 
of state who could take much of the burden from ministers and 
indeed, the assigmnent of responsibility for limited areas of business to 
junior ministers could be a preparation for the position of Minister of 
the Government 

The other alternative would be to assign to state-sponsored bodies 
everything but the essential work which must be done by ministers -
legislation, the financial business as required by the constitution and 
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the general supervision of the executive business assigned to the state
sponsored bodies. 

For practical reasons, the solution must be sought between these 
alternatives but it must have some rational basis if the system is to 
work effectively. Despite the various objections raised by sectional 
mterests to the proposals of the Review Group, no credible alterna
tive organisational proposals for the central administration have 
emerged since they reported in 1969. Taking the central 
administration as comprising 43,000 employees, the main features of 
this organisation would be: 

1 the functions of government would be allocated on a rat~nal 
basis between the departments of state headed by ministers; 

2 the execution of settled policy would be assigned to a number of 
executive units in each department which would operate with 
more freedom and individual responsibility than existing 
executive branches of departments but would be subject to more 
systematic review than the existing non-commercial SUte
sponsored bodies; 

3 commercial state-sponsored bodies. local authorities and health 
authorities would not be regarded as part of the central 
administration but would report separately to the appropriate 
ministers and departments; 

4 the central area of a deparnnent, grouped around the minister, 
would be responsible for policy formulation and advice, the 
preparation of legislation, the determination. of strategy for 
associated bodies and the review and appraisal of executive 
activities; 

5. management and communications would flow through a system 
of staff support in the functions of planning, finance, 
organisation and personnel, co-ordinated at central level by the 
Departments of Finance and the Public Service, which would 
provide the staff support to government 

This system would have enormous benefit. The memb.c;rs of the 
govemmen~ freed from the burden of day-to-day tasks, would be able 
to devote more time to considering policy rather than minor cases; 
with the aid of the staff support systems, the government ":ould 
produce the necessary plans and financial appraisals and organise . 
resources to enable them to do what was needecL to cease doing what . 
was no longer necessary and continuously to review,. appraise anq 
adjust course. The executive bodies, with clear mandates and freed 
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from all but the essential cQnrrol~ would push ahead to ensure 
continuous increases in the national well-being. That this vision is 

\ somewhat utopian and that the reality some thirteen years after the 
Review G,oup reported falls well short of its realisation should not 

",obscure the potentiality. 
".In the CUrrent difficult circumstances worldwide. it is easy to 

despair about the administrative scene. Without denying the 
seriousness of the situation, we should also take our assets into 
account. I~ the administrative system, and particularly in the central 
administration. there is much on which future progress can be based. 

To begin With, general levels of education and competence in the 
civil service are satisfactory and the administrative system is firmly 
established. Organisationally, there has been more development than 
is immediately apparent In contrast to the more publicised 
development of the Aireacht system in the Departments of Health and 
Transport and Power in the early 1970~ there has been a steady 
programme of reform of institutions across a range of departments 
which. within the next year, should begin to be reflected in a real 
move towards the type of o;ganisation envisaged by the Review 
Group. In the area of staff support, specialised units have been created 
in a number of departments and training has been developed and 
provided. 

Although providing a base for progress, all this is far from the 
transformation which the Review Group envisaged being 
accomplished in a period of five year~ It has been the experience of 
countries which began programmes of administrative reform in the 
past two decades that the system is far more complicated than was 
originally believed. Reform on the grand scale would have required 
great resolve and the allocation of large resource~ The example of the 
Upited Kingdom administration shows that even to prune and curtail 
the administrative system needs unhesitating resolve and continuous 
effolt The constructive reform of a system is even more difficult and 
can only be secured by advances in particular areas where resources 
must be concentrated and problems faced and solved. Instead of the 
blanket advance on all fronts which was envisaged by the Review 
Group, concentration on a smaller number of programme areas offers 
a better prospect of progres~ 

Within the first area, which we might call horiwntal rationalisation, 
is the unobtrusive business of the continuing organisation anc 
management of the public service. To see that lines of authority and 
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responsibility are clearly defmed. that functions are grouped on a 
rational basis, that duplication and waste are eliminated, that schemes 
and programmes are not allowed to outlive their usefulness and 
relevance and that new services are subject to the same criteria are the 
concerns which will always inform this programme area and with 
particular emphasis to-day when demands for the reduction of the 
current deficit must be met. The immediate prospect, therefore. is for a 
reduction in the size of the public service through efficient administra- . 
tion and the elimination of schemes and programmes. If. as a result of 
this approach. the private sector can expand to provide the necessary 
jobs there can be little objection except on ideological grounds t., the 
reduction in size of the public service. There is. however. an alternative 
prospect which will require a different response from the public service. 

The shift of resources from the public to the private sector might 
not produce the required increase in employment One reason might 
be the effects of technology in making large areas of manufacturing 
jobs redundant while services might not be able to expand fast enough 
to compensate. In such circumstances, it is hard to see how the public 
sector could escape responsibility for providing jobs. An expanded 
public service is at least a possibility for the future and its implications 
must be considered and planned for. While eliminating waste in its 
services. the state may also have to consider where new services can 
reasonably be provided and the question of redeployment of staff 
between public services arises to challenge existing interests. If such 
services cannot be financed within available resources, the question of 
the trade-off between pay rates and employment arises. A 
rationalisation programme, therefore. raises uncomfortable issues 
which will refuse to go away and the nature of the choices involved 
should be clearly understood and settled within the interests 
concerned. The management and negotiation of such issues will be a 
growing task of the central administration. 

The second area might be termed vertical rationa!isation - the 
settlement of the levels of authority between the goverruh~nt and its 
agencies. The Review Group suggested that there should be a central 
area in each departmen~ grouped round the minister. which woul,d be 
responsible for policy formulation and overall review and appraisal of 
executive activities whether in the commercial state~sponsored bodies~ . 
local authorities or other service areas. The activitie$ of executive '. 
branches of departments and of non-commercial state-sponsored 
bodies would be assigned to executive units of the department staffed 
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by civil servants with common conditions and mobility. 
Two sets of problems arise in this area. The question of !lie 

" assignment of ministerial functions to executive units has never been 
. fully debated at the political level and, the precedent of the state
\Sponsored bodies notwithstanding. only the Oireachtas can finally 
decide the issue. The othe~ problem is one of personnel The Review 
Group's proposal that the staff of the non-commercial state-sponsored 
bodies'should become members of the new civil service:: seems, more 
than anything else, to have distnrbed the state-sponsored body sector. 
While the p~oposal seems to have emerged from the logic of the 
sitnation in the interests of staff mobility, and by comparison with 
countries which have a common staff grading system across the public 
service, it is · not essential to the aim of vertical rationalisation. 
Executive units of departments and non-commercial state-sponsored 
bodies could continue to work side by side within the central 
administration without any change in the staffing structnres of the 
state-sponsored bodies - the current programme operates on this basis. 
What is important is to secure I an effective distribution of functions 
and responsibilities between the levels of the central administration . 
The questions of staff mobility, recruitment, statns and pay levels are 
separate issues for separate resolution. 

The third area for action is that of specialist staff support in the 
functions of planning. finance, organisation and personnel Most 
departments and major offices now have units to discharge the 
functions of organisation and personnel in communication with the 
Department of the Public Service and finance units in communication 
with the Department of Finance; while some issues relating to skills 
and systems remain to be resolved. the main problem arises in the 
planning area. As .een by the Review Group, planning as a function is 
not readily separable from the fInance function of the Department of 
Finance, but such is the urgency of fmandal pressures that the 
pla~ng function in the Department tends to be subordinated to the 
budgetary process. Unless this dilemma is resolved, the rather elegant 
system proposed by the Review Group cannot work effectively. A 
central theme of the Group's report was that the business of 
government would be discharged by ministers and their departments 
in accordance with plans formulated with the assistance of planning 
units in departments, co-ordinated by the central planning function of 
the Department of Finance and tailored to available resources by the 
finance function in its budgetary role. The organisation of the human 
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and technical resources necessary to carry out the plans would be done 
with the aid of the organisation function and the recruitmen~ 
development and maintenance of the personnel to fill the 
organisational structures would be done through the personnel 
function. Obviously, if the planning function does not operate 
satisfactorily, the whole concept is endangered and the planning 
function has not yet been perfected. 

Up to 1977, it was apparent that the planning function in the 
Department of Finance remained subordinate to the budgetary 
function or waS concerned only with macro-economic plans; indeed. 
after the 1973 oil crisis it became the official wisdom that, in such 
conditions of uncertainty. planning was not a meaningful exer~ise. 
With the creation of the Department of Economic Planning and 
Development in 1977, economic planning was accorded a major role 
in the administrative system but experience appears to have confirmed 
the Review Group's argument against separating the planning function 
from the Department of Finance. The Department of Economic 
Planning and Development and the Department of Finance did not 
achieve an effective distribution of functions between them and, in 
several areas, the impression was given that the two departments 
duplicated rather than complemented each other. Since the abolition 
of the Department of Economic Planning, the institutionalisation of 
the planning function still presents problem~ A satisfactory balance is 
difficult to achieve and international. experience is not helpful A 
possible solution might be the appointment of two members of the 
government at the Department of Finance to ensure that, while 
planning and finance have separate voices at cabinet levc4 they 
operate in conjunction with each other at official level What is 
becoming evident is that management of the public service and its 
response to the needs of the community are critically dependent on the 
institution of planning. 

Finally, the fourth area for attention is that of management of 
people. Development of stafl; particularly in relation to the specialist 
staff support functions, free movement within the public service and 
resolution of the long-standing administrator/ professional problems 
are among the matters which must be pursued to succC,ssful 
conclusions. However. the greatest single issue is the determination of 
public sector pay. With the limits on public expenditure being reached " 
or exceeded, it is becoming increasingly evident that there is a definite .. 
trade-off between pay and employment at a time when unemploy- '. 
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ment is a major national problem. The issue is common to the whole 
economy and its resolution in the public sector will have to be found 
in the context of some national consensus on incomes and pay. If 

. present trends continue. it is likely that the future development of 
", public administration will be constrained by harsh financial 

. in:tperatives rather than rational considerations. 

Conclusions 
Where then does this discussion on the central administration lead? It 
is, admittedly. tendentious in that it is based on the belief that the 
public sector is in need of firm central direction and that the best 
organisation of the central administration is one in which ministers and 
their advisers are given the maximum freedom from relatively minor 
matters to deal with perhaps the greatest problems that have faced the 
state since its foundation. Furthermore, no attempt has been made to 
discuss the question of the allocation of functions between central and 
local government; that question is left to the consideration of t4e 
politicians. Within the limits of the space available. it has been 
necessary to be '.Omewhat selective in the treatment of the subjec~ 
and, in the belief that if the structures are righ~ management and 
performance can more easily be improved. this treatment has 
concentrated on the size and shape of the central administration. 
Despite recent attention, public finance has not been a main theme. 
This is not to deny the importance of the subject but it is suggested 
that our financial procedures are adequate. What is needed is not so 
much better controls as better plans against which to operate them. 
Indeed, the development of the planning system offers the greatest 
possibilities for the reform of the system of public administration. The 
whole operation of the central administration should be involved in 
the development and promulgation of policy; without an integrated 
planning system. the effective translation of policy into action cannot 
be a<!hieved. 

Significant events in the Irish central administration. 1957-82 
1958 Programme for Economic Expamion, 1958 and Economi,' Develop

ment, 1958 
The formal beginning of indicative planning and of the planning 
role of the Department of Finance. 

1959 Department of Transport and Power established 
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The transport and energy functions were hived off from the 
Department oflndustry and Commerce to a new Department. 

1961 Health (Corporate Bodies) Act, 1961 
A significant legislative innovation enabling the Minister to 
establish new corporate bodies by Order. 

1963 Second Programme for Economic Expansion 
With the success of the First Programme, the more ambitious 
Second Programme was intended to cover the period 1963-70. 
When it became apparent in the second half of the decade ~at 
its targets would not be achieved, the Second Programme was 
replaced by the Third Programme 1969-72. 

First Computer installed in Civil Service 
The acquisition of the first real computer by the Revenue 
Commissioners marked the beginning of electronic data pro
cessing in the civil service leading to the establishment of the 
Central Data Processing Services and other major installations 
and the adoption of a technology with ever-extending applica
tions. 

1965 lnvesunent in Education Report 

1967 Report of the Commission on Higher"Education 
These reports and the radical decisions on educational policies 
resulted in a major transfer of resources to education. 

1966 Department of LAbour established 

1969 

The Department of Labour took over industrial relations and 
related functions from the Department of Industry and 
Commerce. For a brief period, it also administered the 
employment exchanges and it has since become involved on a 
large scale with training, manpower placement \Qd youth 
employment. 

T1Iird Programme for Economic and Soci11l Development, 1969-72 '. , 
The Third Programme attempted to correct some of the' . 
deficiencies in the Second Programme and also introduced a '·, 
social dimension. I IS expiry marked the decline of the fir~t 
attempt at national economic plaimiug. 
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Programme Budgeting 
A major cffon by the Department of Finance to introduce 
PPBS, which began in the late 1960s, finally took off about 
1969. As in other countries, and in particular in the United 
States, the effort failed through over ambition and has left little 
permanent mark on public administtation. 

'.... Report oj the Public Services Organisation Review Group 
Although the major reform of the public service proposed by 
the. Group has not been achieved, the Report has significantly 
affe~ted thinking about Irish pubhc administration; it forms the 
basis for much of the current reform programme and has not 
been supplanted by any subsequent overall propositions for 
public service reform. 

Political unrest in Northern Ireland 
The events of 1969 in Northern Ireland marked the beginning 
of a new preoccupation by Government with Northern Ireland 
affairs and with a major increase in resources devoted to the 
security area. 

1970 Health Act, 1970 
The 1970 Health Act provided for a major reorganisation of 
the health services and the subsequent expansion in public 
expenditure on healtll. With the new organisation, the cost of 
the health services was gradually removed from the local rates 
until, by 1977, the cost of the health services was completely 
removed from the rates. The change has had enonnous 
implications for local government, not only in the health area 
but by its extension to the abolition of domestic rates. 

Secrel4ry desigllate for new Department of the Public Service appointed 
In effect, pending legislation, the new Department of the 

.. Public Service was set up within the Depanment of Finance. 

1973 Ireland becomes a member of the European Communities 
The imphcations of this step affect all aspects of national life. 
As far as the central administration is concerned almost 2,000 
additional civil servants are needed to deal with all aspects of 
Ee membership. 

Department of the Public Service established 
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The Minister. and Secretaries Act 1973 established the 
Department of the Public Service (assigned to the same person 
as Minister as ,he Departmen, of Finance) and the Public 
Service Advisory Council. 

1977 Establishment of Department of Fisheries and Forestry 
The Lands functions of ,he Department of Lands were 
transferred '0 the Departmen, of Agricul'ure and ,he residual 
Departmen, was retitled Fisheries and Forestry with the 
transfer of the Fisheries functions from ,he Department of 
Agricul,ure. • 

Department of Beotlomic Planning and Development establislJed and 
other departmental functions redistributed 
The establishment of the new Department represented a new 
departure in that the planning function was assigned to a 
Minister other ,han the Minister for Finance. The energy 
functions were also transferred from the Deparonent of 
Transport and Power to the retitled Department of Industry. 
Commerce and Energy. 

1979 First National Understandingfor Beonomic and Social Development 
For the first time. national pay bargaining was conducted on a 
tripartite basis with the Gover,nment involved in relation to 
matters sllch as employment, taxation and social policy. 

Report of Posts and Telegraphs Review Group 
The report recommended the hiving off from the civil service 
to two commercial state-sponsored bodies of the Postal and 
Telecommunications Services. The Report has been accepted 
by Government and implementing legislation is at present 
before the Oireachtas. 

1980 Major reassigllment of departmen tal functions ' . 
The Department of Economic Planning and Development was 
abolished and its functions transferred to the Department of 
Finance. The energy functions were assigned to a n~w 
Deparonent of Energy and. with the transfer of tourism , 
functions. the two Departments concerned were retitled the . 
Department of Transport and the Department of Industry. 
Commerce and Tourism. The Ministers and Secretaries Acts " 
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were amended by the ~epeal of the provision in the 1973 Act 
requiring that the Departments of Finance and the Public 
Service be assigned to the same person as Minister. The 
Departments of Labour and the Public Service were then 
assigned to the same member of the Government. 

1981 . Reassignment of Industry functions 
. With the reassignment of the industry functions, the two 

Departments concerned were retitled, the Department of 
Industry and Energy and the Department of Trade, Commerce 
and Tourism. 

Meath County Council 
Meath County Council iilld its County Development 
Team congratulates the Institute of Public Administra
tion on the occasion of its Silver Jubilee. 
We acknowledge the important contribution made by 
the Institute in fostering education in the public service. 
The past twenty five years has brought substantial 
progress generally but particularly in industrial and 
corrunercial development in Ireland. County Meath 
offers excellent facilities for such development and 
both the County Council and the County Development 
Team stimulate and assist these projects. 
The Gounty has a sound infrastructure and has pro
vided attractive industrial estates at various locations. 
The County Council involves itself in all areas that 
will improve the economic and social life of the 
Corrununity. 
Further information can be obtained from The County 
Development Team, County Hall, Navan, Co. Meath. 
Tel. 046-21581. 
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DESMOND ROCHE 

The general picture of local government in 1957 was one of relative 
quiet There were plenty of things to complain about as regards 
services, but on the point of organisation there was peace. A truce had 
been declared in the long war between councillors and managers about 
their respective rights and duties. The City and County Management 
(Amendment) Act. 1955. product of a ministerial progress round the 
country and consultations with every local authority. had done the 
trick. The management structure was preserved with some 
modifications, mostly cosmetic, but a few significantly moving the 
balance of power towards the councillors. The year 1955 also saw the 
last of the general statutes creating a new. post-independence local 
govenunent: the Local Government (Temporary Provisions) Act. 1923. 
and the Local Government Acts of 1925. 1927. 1941 and 1946. The 
1955 Act was a disappointment - a miscellany of amendments and 
minor innovations. The creative energy seemed to have been 
exhausted. 

On the services side, the cOlll1try was emerging from a painful 
recession produced earlier in the decade by a balance of payments 
crisis. The acute shortage of investment capital had serious depressive 
effects on local administratiOIL 

In 1957. de Valera regained power with a large majority S78 against 
a combined FG and Labour total of 53.) Signs of a thaw soon began to 
appear. as the restraints on capital investment were gradually ea",d. As 
the recession lifted. enterprise showed signs of regained, self
confidence. The fIrst Programme oj Econcrnic Expamion appeared in. 
1958. Sean Lemass took over as Taoiseach in June 1959. and looked ". 
round for things to do. Neil T. Blaney. Minister for Local 
Government since 1957. was first off the mark with a ' national 
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campaign for rur.l water ''IPplie, and improved urban facilities. 
Housing, roads and bridges also demonstrated the flexibility of local 
administration in responding to the call for action. 

Health Services 
:rhere was also renewed activity in the health services. There were 
eatly'i.ndications of impatience with the local government boundaries 
impo'sed by the 1947 Act on health administration. The Health 
Authorities Act, 1960 set up four joint authorities combining the cities 
and counties of Cork, Dublin, Limerick and Waterford. A select Dail 
committee on the health services sat from 1962 to 1965 - an index of 
natio"al concern with their' urgent development. Donogh O'Malley, 
who became Minister in April 1965, quickly assembled the materials 
and ideas evoked by the select committee and sketched the lines of 
future policy in a Government White Paper, published in January 
1966. The plan projected the regionalisation of the services and their 
consequent detachment from the main local government system. A 
link which had endured for over a century was severed by the Health 
Act, 1970, under which eight ~egional health boards took over from 
local authorities. The boards were a novel form of administrative 
agency combining local councillors with representatives of the 
medical, dentaL nursing and pharmacological professions, and 
nominees of the Minister for Health. 

Although the rates contribution was less than the state's at the start, 
and dwindled rapidly to extinction, councillors have retained a small 
majority on boards. The professional members tend to dominate the 
boards, despite their minority position. The disappearance of the rates 
contribution weakens the councillors' position: poor relations at the 
feast can' t very well cri ticise the repast put before them. 

Education 
Coo'lahan (1981) has remarked the 'dramatic increase in government 
and public interest in education' after 1960, and vocational education 
shared in the expansion. Vocational schools were raised in status. and 
offered a comprehensive-type curriculum - in breach of the under
taking given to the Catholic hierarchy by the Minister for Education 
in 1930, that vocational schools would confine their courses to manual 
technical and broadly subjects other than liberal studies. Another 
manifestation of local education advance was the extension of local 
authority scholarship schemes under an amending Act of1961. 
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Physical planning 
The most notable innovation of the decade was the Local Government 
(Planning and Development) Ac~ 1963, a move corresponding on the 
local government level to T. K. Whitaker's Economic Development and 
the Government's First Programme, and inspired by the same spirit of 
rational planning for what seemed to be a golden future. Physical and 
economic planning would march, shoulder to shoulder, towards the 
sunlit uplands. The Second Programme (1964-70) articulated these 
hopes: 'The Government's proposals for physical planning and 
development are designed to ensure that economic and physical 
planning are properly co-ordinated at both regional and nationalJevel 
and that all major developments will be executed within the 
framework of a comprehensive physical planning system'. (Parr I1-p. 
179). The TIu'rd Programme (1969-1972) elaborated this proposition and 
included social development in the grand design. Policies for national 
prosperity should be 'complemented by regional development policies 
to ensure that the benefits of economic growth are spread throughout 
the country'. (p. 160). 

The Department of Local Government played a leading role in the 
early year~ The legal framework erected by the 1963 Act gave 
planning a strong local bias; boroughs and urban districts, together 
with a long Jist of' scheduled' towns were allotted places in the picture 
along with the larger authorities - county and city councils. But Neil 
Blaney was already thinking in regional terms. Nine physical planning 
regions were sketched out on a provisional basis. and a series of 
~egional studies was initiated between 1964 and 1969. They were 
conducted by experts ofintemational repure: Myles Wright in Dublin, 
Nathaniel Lichfield in Limerick, and Colin Buchanan in the other 
regions. The Dublin and Limerick plans were received with passive 
interest; the Buchanan Report ran into widespread local opposition: it 
was regarded as threatening too many localities with stagnation and 
decay. 

Neil Blaney left the Department of Lo~al Gov<;rnment ' for 
Agriculture in 1966, and with his departure went much of the verve 
and force behind the physical planning movement. A great deal of the 
innovation marking the early years may be credited to him - incll\ding 
the establishment of An Foras Forbartha, which he saw as a source-of 
light and guidance in planning matters for both the Department and' .. 
local authoritie~ Blaney's successor lacked his fire and determination 
to transform the planning system into a positive agency for national 
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development on the environmental front. Blaney would certainly have 
put up a powerful fight against the fate of the Buchanan Report. In the 
·event the report was remitted for further investigation by the network 
of regional co-ordinating bodies called Regional Development 

··<;lrganisations. They had no executive function~ and little real 
substance. 

Other services 
Housing reyived rapidly when the Wintry Fifties gave way to the 
wannth of Spring. not. alone in terms of new and reconstructed 
dwellings, but ' in major policy statements and legislation. The White 
Paper of 1964, followed by the Housing Act of 1966, gave a fresh 
direction and impulse to local housing authoritie& The Local 
Government (Sanitary Services) Ac~ 1962, provided a statutory basis 
for the lively group scheme movement - a campaign of co-operative 
water supplies (and, to a lesser extent, sewerage) which had risen 
spontaneously, with some en,couragement and guidance, from local 
demands and conditions. Roadwprks had already shown signs of post
war recovery: geared to the Road Fund, expansion in car, van, bus and 
lorry numbers produced cash from motor taxation as well as creating 
the need for road improvements. The process gathered momentum 
during the 1960s. A Road Traffic Act of 1961 provided the legal 
apparatus for coping with increased road use. 

U tbani.ation 
The census of 1966 recorded a population increase of 62,000, the first 
halt in the decline since the Great Famine of the 1840s. Five years later 
the census of 1971 reported a small but significant surplus of urban 
over rural dwellers, using the term urban to mean towns of 1,500 and 
upwards. 

The eastern (mainly Dublin) region exerted an irresistible magnetic 
force ~n manufacturing and service industries. and on population. It 
continues to grow and expand, creating formidable problems of local 
administration, physical plarming. transportation and inner city decay. 
Problems of urban renewal and inner city regeneration were discerned 
as early as 1960 and figured in the Planning and Development Act of 
1963 and in the Second Programme of Economic Expamion. 

An Inter-Departmental Commirtee on Dublin City atrophy 
reported in 1979 to the then Minister for Economic Planning and 
Development and some action was put in hands. The job passed to the 

136 



Local Government' 

Minister for the Environment in 1979. In 1982. however. the 
opportunity of a half-hung election was seized to apply powerful 
pressure to accelerate progress in a painfully deprived area in the 
Northside. An immediate consequence. the Urban Development 
Areas Bill is at time of writing Uune. 1982) making its hazardous way 
through the D:U! under the aegis of the Minister for the Environment 
The Bill proposes to withdraw planning and development powers for 
certain defined urban areas from the local authorities and vest them in 
ministerially nominated commissions. These will be exempted from 
ordinary planning controls. The public will thus be denied 
participation in their development projects. (Irish Times. 28 ~une. 
1982). 

This is being interpreted as a criticism of local planning 
and development. in whose favour it could well be urged that the 
decisive difference between local authority and the commission is the 
availability of investment capital The commissions will operate to a 
large extent as business concerns - enlightened property developers in 
the public interest - and will be expected to use their original 
investment advances as revolving funds. 

Apart from the Development Commissions, further legislation is 
promised for a Dublin Inner City Development Authority. This will 
give statutory force to the present Inner City Group of central and 
local officials. Both moves represent a detraction from Dublin's 
democratically elected city administration. 

: 
Local finance 
The story oflocal financing during the past twenty-five years is built 
round a few well-known themes. These are: the decline of local 
taxation as an important element in the system; the corresponding 
growth of state grants; and the disastrous effect of inflation on local. 
costs and resources, These factors were present before the 1950s, hut: 
with their increased intensity in recent decades, they have combined to 
bring local finances to near crisis conditions. ' , 

Revenue expenditure by local authorities in 1956-7 amounted to 
£49.61 million. This comparatively modest sum included £l~m for 
health services, £8m for housing and £12m for roads. but .... th~ tax 
base on which rates were levied amounted only to £15m, ia~e 
poundages were substantial. and steadily rising. With growing activitY .. 
in local services from 1960 onwards, expenditure doubled between 
1957 and 1967. and rates followed the upward trend. but at a slower 
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pace, modified by higher stare grants. Rate increases were heavy 
enough. however. to cause the 1969 mutinies in Dublin city and Bray 
urban councils against their health services contributions. which led to 
a fOllr year suspension and replacement by commissioners - the last 

',-,:xercise of this drastic ministerial power . 
... Some years earlier, however, the agitation against rates had 

prompted the Minister to modernise the system. An [nter
Departmental Committee on Local Finance and Taxation 
recommen.;led (1966) that the valuation of rateable properties should 
be utionalis.4. It had remained substantially unrevised since 1865. 
Further reports dealt with essential improvements in the rating system, 
and the possibility of finding other sources of local revenue. These 
recommendations formed the basis of a Government White Paper on 
Local Finance and Taxation (1972) whose main proposals were to 
retain rates as the major local tax, while pruning it of its numerous 
defects and making it more productive; to transfer the Valuation 
Office from Finance to Local Government and reform the valuation 
system as a matter of urgency. 

The White Paper was trampled to death by a proposal to de-rate 
houses and flats which became a last-minute addition to the 1973 
General Electi6n Programme of Fianna F~il. This idea was so well 
received that, even though it did not then prove a match winner for 
Fianna F:li4 the Coalition team which took over in March. 1973. could 
not dismiss it. [t haunted them. threatening electoral misfortune unless 
they came to terms with it [n a desperate effort to evade the dilemma 
the new Minister called on the Economic and Social Research Institute 
to supply (though the terms of reference were couched in more 
academic terms) arms and ammunition in defence of the rating system. 
The ESru Report No 84 (1975) corrected much of the mythology of 
rates, such as their regressiveness as a tax and their imposition without 
regard to 'ability to pay'. There is little doubt that if the question of 
dome~tic rates had not been prejudged in the popular mind. the 
proposals in the 1972 White Paper and the 1975 Report would have 
rescued and rehabilitated the tottering system of local taxation. Myths. 
however. can only be countered by equally powerful myths: their 
enormous strength cannot be overcome by rational argument Mter a 
brief pause for thought. the Minister yielded to what he discerned as 
the will of the people. and commenced a process of phasing-out rates 
on dwellings over a four year period. supplying the deficiency in local 
funds from the Exchequer. 
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While the phasing-out of domestic rates was still going on, the 
General Election of 1977 returned Fianna Fail to power. with a 
mandate to end rates on dwellings and certain other properties 
including secondary schools and community halls. De-rating became 
effective from 1 January. 1978 and was given parliamentary cover by 
the Local Govermuent (Financial Provisions) Act, 1978. The state 
became, with domestic rate grant, agricultural grant, housing subsidies 
and various other grants, the largest ratepayer and heaviest contributor 
to local finance. The govcrmuent felt justified in assuming powers to 
control rate levels nominally determined by local councils, and have 
exercised these controls since 1978 in the form of per~tted 
percentage increases over the previous years' figures. This restraint on 
rating authorities' fonner budgetary freedom is also defended in the 
interests of ratepayers occupying non-domestic properties such as 
factories, offices, shops, hotels and agriculruralland still liable to rates. 

The state now shoulders to the the rune of nearly £150m the rates 
formerly paid by householders. The depressive effect on local 
govermuent is palpable: the system as a whole has been curtailed of a 
major part of that freedom of decision, manoeuvre and choice which 
was cited by the government in their White Paper of 1971 as an 
essential ingredient of local democracy. This is owing not so much to 
departmental interference, because the domestic rate grant is 
distributed, as the agricultural grant has always been, as a bulk 
payment without poking into details.· But the vulnerability of local 
authorities to inflation, because of the highly labour-intensive 
character of local services, creates a condition of permanent famine in 
county and municipal funds. The rate increasts authorised each year. 
ranging from ten to fifteen per cent, have never met local needs in 
full. Services are beginning to suffer visibly from undernourishment 

It is arguable, but not convincingly, that people who don't pay rates 
lose interest in local councils and their goings-on: Local democracy 
would thus be undermined. But ratepayers have alw~ys been in a 
minority. They are now a tiny minority, but that does ~ot seem to 
diminish popular interest in, say. local elections. A. more senous result 
of domestic de-rating flows from its success in calming the anti-rates 
agitation, thus taking public attention away from the nume~ous 
problems of local taxation, local finance, and State Ioc.al-financial 
relations. The question of valuation reform is dormant although it may', 
be revived by whatever decision is handed down in the legal action ' 
taken by a group of farmers against rates on land.' The White Paper of 
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1972 promised a further report on the agricultural grant and rating of 
land; -it never came. Nor has anything been heard of the full review of 
central-local financial relations which was then said to be under way. 
The ESRI Report of 1975 drew attention (Ch. 8) to the • marked 

'{egional variation in the structure of local finances in Ireland' and 
suggested a need for some action. Such defects and distortions as 
existed'in 1975 have not been cured - probably aggravated - by the 
flat percentage increases added to 1977 rates figures in succeeding 
years. There is a clear need to take up again the task laid down after 
the 1972 White Paper was put aside, of a full examination of local 
finances, taxation, and how the burden should be shared between 
central and local government 

One series of proposals in the White Paper (Ch. 9) has been 
resurrected recently_ A scale of fees for planning applications is to be 
introduced, and legislation giving local authorities general powers to 
charge for services is foreshadowed. The purpose is to relieve tbe 
chronic cash shortage wbich aillicts local government; pressure for 
action on this front has come frbm local councils and managers. The 
move will not be popular. Paying for goods and services is a normal 
feature of society but paying substantial sums for services bitherto 
. free' or at virtually nominal costs, tends to rouse old passions. 
Allegations are already flying of efforts to re-introduce domestic rates 
under the guise of benefit charges. 

A few words about the agricultural grant. In the early 1950' s, under 
the influence of the Minister, Paddy Smith, the employment allowance 
was increased sharply as a means of keeping workers on the land. It 
failed in its purpose and subsequent changes in the grant moved 
gradually through total de-rating of smaller holdings towards the 
ultimate goal of substituting income tax for rare~ That goal is still 
some distance away, but now well within sight 

A financial innovation towards the close of the period was the 
revi~ of the possibility of toU' roads and bridges. The Local 
Government (Toll Roads) Act, 1979 enables local authorities to make 
agreements with private interests for the construction and maintenance 
of roads and bridges, and the levy of authorised tolls. Extension of the 
idea to other public facilities was hinted at, but tbe suggestion seems 
unlikely to be taken up. 

Organisation and reorganisation 
It is sometimes hard to remember, In the welter of assaults on 
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contemporary local government, that the system was overhauled and 
re-structured in the 1920s., leaving it very largely neither Victorian 
nor British. One of the first major reforms undertaken by the new 
Administration of 1922 was a rigorous trimming of the system; local 
government was the one sector of government of which ministers had 
experience and knowledge, especially of its seamier side. They set 
about the business of reform with confidence and vigour, pruned away 
most of the smaller bodies, set up the Local Appointments 
Commissio~ started a unified local service and began to introduce city 
and county management. In an excess of refonnist zeal they extended 
to local government generally the dreaded Poor Law apparatus of 
controls manipulated by the colonialist Local Government Boar~ to 
keep the boards of guardians in order, and thus the bulk of local 
administration. This centralist incubus has dominated the system ever 
since despite vague assumptions that tight controls were necesj~ry only 
so long as local administration was in disorder, and would wither away 
when the system had reached the desired level of efficiency. 

The 1922 local administration programme was largely completed by 
1955, and a pause ensued. A few points in the programme had escaped 
the net. The aim of the Local Government Act, 1925 to get rid 
gradually of small urban districts and towns by merging them in the 
counties, had not been vigorously pursued. And the Greater Dublin 
question had not been carried to the conclusion marked out for it in 
1938 - a combined city and county authority. Attention switched to 
the local financial problem, which occupied the foreground for the 
next decade. Structural reform re-entered the picture towards the 
close of the 1960s, mainly as a result of reorganisation plans for local 
government in England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland. 
There the planners of new modernised dispensations found answers 
on broadly similar lines: fewer and larger units of local government, 
and the merger of town and county in the enlarged local areas. 

h is not surprising that these same ideas were used here, suitably 
adapted, as the basis for the White (or Green) Paper of19.71 on Local 
Government Reorganisation. The number .of local bodies was cut 
down, and larger authorities were aimed at. The notion of br~aking 
down the barriers between town and county had not occurred. to, the 
system-builders of the 1920s, but as the White Paper .pointed out 
(4.4.2) the same effect is achieved by unifying county administration', 
under county councils. The White Paper proposed therefore to carry · 
the early reorganisation plan a major further step nearer full '. 
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realisation. All town commissions and most urban district councils 
were to be absorbed by the county councils; and Dublin City and 
County Councils. together with Dun Laoghaire Borough Council 
were to be merged in a Metropolitan Council. These were not, of 

',course, the only cbanges projected. Both regional and sub-county 
bodies were discussed: c<rordinating planning bodies for groups of 
counties; and area committees of county councils for county electoral 
areas. " In addition. non-statutory community councils would be 
encouraged. But the effective framework of the new local govern
ment system :would be a single tier of county and (apart from Dublin) 
county borough councils. Local authorities were not consulted nor 
advice sought by the commission or otherwise from the public in the 
drawing up of this paper. The White Paper was compounded from the 
department's inner resources, with the advice and assistance of other 
departments concerned. 

The White Paper proposals encountered a good deal of political 
opposition, and drew critical fire from academic and professional 
commentators. Much of the latter found expression in the IPA 
document More Locol Government (The Chubb Report, 1971). which 
elab~rated a plan for massive decentralisation of government to 
several levels oflocal administration, regionaL county and district. 

Local politicians did not concern themselves with new and better 
structures. Passions were roused at the thought of wholesale abolition 
of political centres formed by towns and urban districts. and the mere 
possibility of regional authorities. The realisation dawned that the 
authors of the White Paper had misjudged the political climate in 
assuming that measures acceptable in the 1920s would find favour in 
the 1970s. 

The General Election of 1973 brought a new Minister for Local 
Goyernment who was determined to reject the White Paper and 
substitute his own ideas. A discussion document was published towards 
the efld of the year. heavily weighted, in consonance with Labour 
Party ideology. in favour of the elected members. No council or 
commission was to be abolished, but there was to be are-arrangement 
of functions which would leave little significance to urban councils 
and towns, and raise county councils to a position of ahnost total 
dominance. This plan proved unacceptable to the local councillors 
whom it was meant to placate. They were not hoodwinked. 

Little or no progress has been made since 1973. Sporadic attempts 
have been made to bring the Dublin issue to the point of action but 
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apart from the proposed Inner City agencies, the Government has not 
signalled that any solution is on the way. Thought and feeling in the 
Custom House and City Hall (including county and borough 
councillors) are said to favour a tw<rtier arrangement - a metropolitan 
city-council at the top, with borough or district councils handling 
local issues for populations of about 100,000. 

The structure of local government therefore, is much the same as it 
was twenty-five years ago. There have of course been developments in 
local administration: the creation of regional health boards of novel 
cOmposItIOn; county development committees, an innovation 
monitored by the Department of Finance linking (mainly weSiern) 
county administration with economic development; regional 
development organisations which have done some excellent things, 
but · shown inevitably uneven performance; expansion of the concerns 
of vocational education committees to include community colleges 
and the supervision of regional technical colleges; and the emergence 
of ACOT to take over the educational functions of county committees 
of agriculture. 

Local associations 
After the abortive central attempts to reorganise the system in the 
early 1970s there was a mounting consciousness among local 
authorities of the need to add a strong local input to policy formation. 
A projected Convention oflocal bodi~s led by the General Council of 
County Councils and spanning the Association of Municipal · 
Authorities and the County and City Managers Association surfaced in 
1975 but was frustrated by the then Minister for Local Govermnent 
The idea of a single authoritative voice speaking forcefully for local 
authorities on policy issues languished for some years. but was revived 
in 1981 in the form of an Irish Branch of the Council of European 
Municipalities. Establishment of the branch had as its immediate aim 
supplying a means to intervene effectively in European local 
government conferences and discussions, but the Irish, Council of 
European Local Authorities will no doubt fill the r~le of local 
spokesman in domestic as well as external confrontations. The ]!1stitute 
of Public Administration, which acts as secretanat to the Coun'ail has 
already organised a conference of councillors, managers ~nd others. ~o 
discuss problems oflocal finance. . "-

Sum~up \ 
How has local government weathered the vicissitudes of the past \ 
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tWenty-five years? It survived. . Local authorities. of course. lost two 
important social services - health and home assistance; but if a broader 
view is taken of local administration both these services were merely 

. transferred to another form oflocal agency. And local government in 
'<the narrow sense gained a new range of powers under the local 

Government (Planning and Development) Acts, 1963 and 1976; the 
Hollsjng Act 1966 and subsequent Housing Acts; the Roads and 
MotorWaYs Ac~ 1974 and the Water Pollution Ac~ 1977. The most 
recent addition to its powers is the Fire Services Act, 1981, which has 
been criticised as inadequate in some respects by the Stardllst tribunal. 

This battery oflegal instruments (not a fulllis~ by any means) gave 
sufficient promise and possibiliry of action, and indeed much action 
resulted, most of it good. But the whole scene has been clouded by 
financial stringency. If one fault more than any other can be imputed 
to the Sifstem of local administration as a whole (and this must include 
the central authoriry) it is tbe fail"re to grapple in time, and 
vigorously, with the problem oflocal finance, which began to loom i\1 
threatening proportions during the 1950s. 

The rates debacle was a serious setback. but it was not the only 
failure of the system. Another. in which the Department took a 
leading role was the vain effort to reorganise local government. After 
a ~econd abortive attempt in the form of a Discussion Document in 
1973. the Department seems to have put the task aside. and given its 
attention to more pressing affairs. But as the system is far from perfect, 
the job must be faced sometime. Perhaps there is here another 
opportnniry for the Irish Council to take the initiative; they could at 
the same time signalise their Continental connections by breaking out 
of the British way of thinking to which we seem to be indissolubly 
wedded. 

1t would be foolish. however. to pretend that. apart from 
organisation and finance. all is well with local government There have 
been· other failures. Planning performance has been disappointing. 
Dublin County Council has been much in the news on irs re-zoning 
decision~ an example of local politics at its worst One could put this 
trafficking in land down to a rural bias if planning in Dublin Ciry had 
not be~n almost as dismaL Blame can be shifted from one part of the 
system to other~ but the Department. generally the scapegoat in such 
matters, is not primarily at fault, unless one should censure it for failing 
to use the current Planning Bill as a means of making dramatic changes 
in the planning mechanism. NESC Report No. 55 for example. 
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Urbanisation: Problems of Growth and D<cay in Dublin (1981) envisages a 
two-tier planning system of strategic and local plans, the strategic plan 
to be prepared by a Greater Dublin Council under the direction of a 
planning committee representing major public investors -
Government Departments, State-sponsored Bodies, Dublin Port and 
Docks Board and, of course, the Greater Dublin Council. But 
innovations of such magnitude would require political decisions of 
nujor importance. The present Bill a modest repair measure, is of a 
different order. 

Generalisations are open to all kinds of error, but it is hardly 
misreading the position to say that Irish local government has <lone 
well in work of a positive. constructive, non-ideological character, 
such as roads, housing. water supply and sewerage, libraries and the 
like. Their shortcomings in these services can be fairly ascribed to lack 
of finance, whether capital or revenue. On the other hand local 
authorities have performed poorly. sometimes deplorably so, in 
regulatory functions such as planning. control of development, 
checking water pollution, street cleansing, and coping with litter, 
graffiti, and bill-posting. Defects in the fire brigade and fire 
prevention services, exposed sensationally by the report of the Stardust 
tribunaL raise other issues, and neither the Department of the 
Environment nor local agencies have escaped censure. Much of the 
local share of the criticism was attributable to inadequate investment 
in the fire service and sadly, the remedy urged by the tn'bunal is 
centralisation of the service under an Inspectorate of Fire Services 
reporting to the Minister. But take a different problem - that of 
improving the condition of travelling people - where money had been 
freely offered by the Government. Here the innate weakness of local 
bodies, their inability to resist pressure, their populist desire to please 
.the voters, takes over in a craven flight from action. 

There is little satisfaction or utility in searching round for instances 
of local ineffectiveness, but the Wood Quay episode stands out so 
starkly that it cannot be passed over in silence. It possibly figures in the 
public mind as a classic case of city hall pig-headedne" and 
philistinism. But if so, the citizenry should, on reflection, see it'in a 
different light It was in one wayan admirable example of 'local 
response to public feeling: where the electorate got an opportunity of 
expressing civic opinion through the ballot box (in 1979) the City 
Council changed its tune, but by that time it was too late. Things had 
gone so far that only the Government could have rescued the site, the 
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remains of the Viking town and Christ Church, to say nothing of the 
civic conscience. They refused to do so, and the Minister for Finance 
of the time told the Council, in rather brutal terms, that if they were 

. ,!-mable to put up the money themselves. they shouldn't strike heroic 
·attitudes. The Government themselves were supported or betrayed 
(d'ep,ending on individual feeling) by their archaeological advisors. The 
CitY <;ouncil acted in the end as whipping boy, in the worst of all 
possible positions - late converts to a lost cause, sighing for a great 
opportunity missed, and committed irrevocably to building a lasting 
monument ti> their own subordinate condition. 

Note to Article 
J The High Comt decided (23 July, 

1982) that the Valuation Acts and cer
tain valuations of land were not 
consistent with the ConstituriolL 
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The Health Services and their Administration 

BRENDAN HENSEY 

Trends before 1957 
What happened in the health services in the quarter century since 1957 
developed logically from changes in the preceding decade. After much 
discussion and some controversy, between the state, the medical 
profession and the Catholic hierarchy, a policy of extending eligibility 
for services was introduced, mainly under the Health Act of 1953. 
While the administration of tbe health services remained in the local 
government system, there was some consolidation in 1947 when the 
county councils took over the health functions of the urban district 
councils and in 1953 when county councils were designated health 
authorities whh comprehensive responsibility for the services. 

1947 had also seen the commencement of the trend towards greater 
state participation in the financing of the services. Up to then, the rates 
were accepted as the major source of finance for the services and the 
modest state grants which were paid met only about 16% of the total 
cost. Under the Health Services (Financial Provisions) Act, 1947, the 
state undertook to increase its share of the cost up to 50 per cent of the 
total. 

The groundwork preparatory to the introductiolj of the state
sponsored voluntary health insurance system had also been cartied out 
before 1957. The Voluntary Health Insurance Board was lei up early 
in 1957 and commenced business in October of that. year. 

The changing health scene, 1957 - 82 
, , 

Since 1957, and particularly during the 1960s, much was said and . 
" 

written on the health services. A select committee of the DaH sat from , 
1962-65, a Government White Paper outlining future policy was 
published in January 1966, and several advisory bodies submitted 
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reports. These included the Commissions on Mental Illness and 
Mental Handicap, the Consultative Council on the General Hospital 
Services (the 'Fitzgerald' Council) and other bodies which dealt with 
such diverse topics as the child care services, the care of the aged, 

, .psychiatric nursing services and the restructuring of the Department of 
Bealth. 

'This was a period of scrutiny of existing services, of identification 
of proJ?lems, and of recommendations - sometimes contradictory 
for solutions. It was a period of uncertainty for some existing services 
pending dec~sions on changes. It was a period of new medical 
discoveries and of a change in emphasis in the aims of the health 
services, due to' the decline in some former problems, the increase in 
others and the emergence of some new ones. Heart disease, cancer, 
psychiatric conditions (including those connected with alcoholism and 
drug dependence) and diseases associated with ageing and accidents 
emerged as the main concerns for the health care system. As was the 
case with tuberculosis in earlier times, these were problems rooted in 
the way of life of the people, but because this had become so much 
morc complex, solutions were b,coming more difficult to find. 

These years saw a realisation and acceptance of the fact that 
advances in medical science would not benefit all who could benefit 
from them and that, because of the complexity of modern medical 
organisation, there was a need for change and new involvements in 
health administration. The extent of the financial problem of the 
health services became evident and the need for ordered priorities in 
h,ealth expenditure became more apparent. The reports, consultations 
and proposals of the 1960s resulted in the Health Act of 1970 which is 
the basis of the present health system. However, there were several 
significant changes before 1970 which come under the separate 
he~dings of administration, finance and service. 

Ad"linistration 
Central Administration 
The most noteworthy event in the central administration of the state 
was the publication in 1969 of the report of the Public Services 
Organisation Review Group (the Devlin Report), which dealt with 
the reorganisation of government departments generally. The essential 
recommendation of this report was that ministers should divest 
themselves of direct executive responsibility for services, so as to be 
free to concentrate on the general planning, organisation and review 
of the sefVlces. The report recognised that organisational 
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developments in the health services had been in accordance with tbis 
recommendation and a restructuring of the Department of Health on 
the principles of the report was accomplished in 1974. 

An important Act (the Health (Corporate Bodies) Act) was passed in 
1961 to allow the Minister for Health to set up corporate bodies to 
operate particular health services not suitable for localised operation. 
Several bodies were set up under this Act, including the Medico-Social 
Research Board, the National Drugs Advisory Board and the Health 
Education Bureau. Another Act (the State Lands (Workhouses) Act, 
1962) tranferred former workhouse lands to local authorities and, in 
1971, the administration of the Central Mental Hospital at DundliUm 
was transferred from the Department of Health to the newly
established Eastern Health Board. Both moves were in accordance 
with the general policy of devolving detailed executive work from the 
Department. 

The Minister's powers to set up advisory bodies were widely used 
during tbis period. In addition, the National Health Council, a 
statutory advisory body, continued to exercise its function of 
examining and reporting on the services until 1968. In 1972, there was 
an important change for the hospital services in the establishment of 
Comhairle na nOspideal, an independent body to govern the creation 
of new consultant medical posts in hospitals and to advise generally on 
hospital services. 

Local Administration 
The local authority system for the health services in the Dublin, Cork, 
Limerick and Waterford areas was simplified under the Health 
Authorities Act, 1960, by the' establishment of unified health 
authorities for each of these areas. The number of local authorities 
responsible for the health services was thus reduced. This was the 
culmination of the trend towards having fewer and bigger local 
authorities responsible for health care. This local auih.ority system 
remained in control of the services until March 1971: hew health 
boards set up under the Health Act, 1970, took over on 1 April 1971. 

The idea of taking health administration away from !he"local 
authorities was not new. A White Paper published in 1947 tentatiyeJy 
put forward a proposal for special bodies directly responsible to the , 
Minister for Health to administer the health services, with provision . 
for regional co-ordination, but this proposal was not followed up .at 
the time. The idea of special bodies for the administration of the. 
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health services surfaced again in the 1966 White Paper. which 
propOsed that legislation should be introduced to transfer health 
adf[linistration from the existing local authorities to regional boards 
whose membership would • represent a partnership between local 

\govemment. central government and the vocational organisations', 
' The case for the change in health administration. as stated in the 

White Paper. had two bases. The first was that. because the state had 
taken Over the major financial interest in the health services and this 
interest wa.s increasing, it was desirable that a new administrative 
framework cembining national and local interests should be developed 
for the servic~'. The second reason for change arose from develop
ments in professional techniques and equipment, which meant that 
better services could be provided on an inter-county basis. 

This argument was, of course, of greater relevance in the hospital 
services. For many of these services, and for the general organisation 
of hospital services. the county had become too small a unit. In 1966. 
over half of all in-patients in acute hospitals were being treated in the 
regional and teaching hospitals, in the larger centres. and specialist 
services at out-patient departments were being organised increasingly 
on a regional basis. It had become clear that the future efficiency of 
the hospital services was becoming more and more dependent on full 
co-ordination of the various units and that a board covering a number 
of counties could plan and arrange the hospital services for those 
counties more efficiently. Hundreds of patients were being sent 
annually from many counties at the expense of the local health 
authority to hospitals in other areas. but the county concerned had no 
say in the organisation or operation of these hospitals. 

On the basis of these arguments. the case was made for the 
organisation of the hospital services in larger units. leaving the 
operation of the other health services. such as the general practitioner 
service and the preventive service, with the local authorities. 
How~ver, this option was rejected because of the importance of 
unitary control and responsibility for all the health services in each 
area. 

The Health Boards 
The Health Act. 1970, gave the Minister for Health power to set up 
health boards with responsibility for the services. Section 4 (2) of the 
Act specified the constitution of each health board in broad terms. The 
majority of the members must be appointed by the local county 
councils and county borough councils (and. in the case of the Eastern 
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Health Board, the Corporation of Dun Laoghaire) and the remainder 
of the membership must include persons elected by medical 
practitioners and members of ancillary professions. Under Section 4 
(4), consultations with the county councils and other nominating local 
authorities were required before regulations could be made under that 
section. 

Each health board set up under the Act is a body corporate, with the 
usual authority to hold and dispose of land, etc. The Act contains rules 
relating to the membership and meetings of the boards and provisions 
allowing them to set up committees (to which functions may be 
delegated), to act joindy in providing services (including, if neces,.ry, 
the establishment of a joint body) and to co-operate with local 
authorities. The hoard can also enter into arrangements with other 
bodies, such as voluntary hospitals, to provide services on their behalf. 

Eight such boards were set up under the Health Boards Regulations, 
1970. 

In designing this structure, a number of factors were taken into 
account. Inter-cowlty arrangements for other services were borne in 
mind, in particular the regions for local government planning and 
development (in fact, only counties Roscommon and Meath are in 
different combinations with other counties for health purposes). 
Regard was also had to the desirability of not combining too many 
counties in anyone board, of not allowing the population to be served 
to be much below 200,000 persons and of not having too extensive an 
area covered by one board. However, it was not by using any exact 
formula that the decision was taken to have eight boards. This result of 
the detailed discussions and consideration was necessarily a 
compromise based on commonsense rather than science. 

Membership of the Health Boards 
An analysis of the occupations of the first members . of the health 
boards, appointed in 1970, showed that, out of the' total of 243 
members, there were sixty-one medical practitioners, '. forty-four 
fanners. thirty-three shopkeepers. seventeen nurses. ten phannacists. 
eight dentists. seven teachers. six solicitors. six trade union -offk,ials, 
six clerks and six company directors. The remaining appointee-.s 
represent several other occupations. People employed by a healtn "
board are not debarred from its membership, with the excepllon of the 
chief executive officer. programme manager, finance officer. person- . 
ne! officer or planning and evaluation officer. 
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Table t: Health Boards 
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Eastern Dublin C iry and County, Counties Kildare:md Wicklow 1,165,000 

(1,800 sq. miles) 19 9 3 35 

:: 
Midland Counties Laois, Longford, Offaly and Westmeath ~ 197,000 16 

E 
l! (2,250 sq. miles) 

7 3 32 

.~ 

il Mid-W~a:rn Counties C lare, Limerick City and COW\ty. 301.000 15 
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} North-Eastern Counties Cavan. louth, Meath, Monaghan 281,000 16 
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N 

'" ~ 

7 3 30 

North-Western Counties Donegal, Ccitrim and Sligo 20',000 I. 6 3 27 
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(4.700 sq. ,!niles) 
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Local committees 
Under Section 7 of the 1970 Act, local committees, whose function is 
mainly advisory, were established. In the case of most counties, there 
is onc local committee. Local councillors are in a majority in (he 
membership of these committees. 

Management in health boards 
Each health board is required to have' a person who shall be called and 
shall act as the chief executive officer to the board'. The provisions in 
the 1970 Act with regard to this officer's functions make an interesting 
departure from the County Management Acts, which governed~the 
management of the services under the former local administration. 
The Management Acts gave the county manager the statutory 
responsibility for almost all the functions of the county council, 
although in performing them he was subject to restrictions and 
directions by the council. Under the 1970 Act only a limited range of 
decisions, mainly relating to eligibility of individuals for services and 
personnel matters, are reserved to the chief executive officer of a 
health board. Outside these matters he and other officers of the board 
ace specifically required to • act in accordance with such decisions and 
directions (whether of a general or a particular nature) as are conveyed 
to or through the chief executive officer by the board, and in 
accordance with any such decisions and directions so conveyed of a 
committee to which functions have b,een delegated by the board'. 
When the chief executive officer or another officer acts in accordance 
with such a direction, he is regarded as acting on behalf of the board. 
In practice, the health boards have recognised the need for substantial 
delegation to their chief executive officers of the day-to-day manage
ment of the services, while retaining ultimate control in their own 
hands. 

For administrative purposes, the work of the board is divided into 
three broad programmes covering community care services, general 
hospital services and 'special' hospital services (mainly th~ hospital 
services for the mentally ill and the mentally handicapped). Each of 
these programmes is in the charge of a • programme manage}::: In 
addition, there are 'functional' officers in charge of fmance, personnel 
and planning (in the case of the smaller boards, finance and planning·, 
were combined under one officer). . '.~ 

The community care programme of a health board covers the 
preventive health services, the general practitioner services, dental and. " 
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public health nursing services ' and the field of activities of social 
workers. Direct administration of these services from health board 
headquarters was not recommended; instead, this programme is 
lldministered for a number of separate communities under each health 

. board. The services in the community are co-ordinated by the director 
of community care who is responsible to the programme managers for 
the ~peration of this range of services within the community. 

An assessment of the changes'in administration 
When the report of the Public Service Review Group appeared in 
1969, it was clear that the administrative changes in the health system 
which were proposed in the 1966 White Paper and which were then 
being implemented were consistent with the broad recommendations 
of the Group's report. The health boards proposed in the Health Bill, 
1969 were readily recognisable as executive agencies within the concept 
of the report and, at the centre, it was clear that the recasting of the 
role of the Department of Health on the lines proposed by Devlin 
would be more readily achievable with the new streamlined pattern of 
the executive agencies for the health services. It was natural, therefore, 
that the Department of Health should be fust to be restructured after 
the proposals put forward in the PSRG report had been accepted by 
the government. Indeed, restructuring within the Department of 
Health was minimal because, for a long time before 1969, the 
Department had been steered increasingly towards acting on Aireact 
lines. The establishment of the health boards made it easier to go 
further with this and to change the nature of the controls on the 
executive agencies from detailed sanctions to broad directives. As a 
general assessment therefore. it can be said that if the concepts in the 
Devlin report are accepted as good, then the principle of the changes 
made in health administration is also good. 

At executive level. the main question is whether events have shown 
that tte decision to depart from the local government system and set 
up new executive agencies was a correct one. The arguments for this 
departure were based on the increasing responsibility of the state for 
financing the health services and on the requirements of an 
increasingly complex specialised hospital system. If the first of these 
arguments was valid when the state provided only 50 per cent of the 
cost of the services, it is all the more valid now when the state is 
meeting the full cost which has risen dramatically in cash terms, in real 
terms, or as a percentage of gross national product. The developments 
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ill services have confirmed the case for inter-county health 
administration. In particular, the complexity and cost of staff and 
equipment for specialised hospital care underlines the need for the 
system to be effectively linked at regional and nationalleve!. 

If it is accepted that it was a good decision to remove health 
administration from the local government system then it must be asked 
whether the health board system which took over the services was the 
best choice. At the time the change was being considered, a number of 
options were looked at. One point of view, derived largely from the 
Fitzgerald report, was that the organisation of the hospital system 
required that there should only be three regional boards, baseoi in 
Dublin, Cork and Galway. On the other hand, some counties, such as 
Kerry, argued that they were big enough to justify special health 
boards for their areas. The case for three regions was not accepted -
although an intermediate layer of three regional hospital boards with 
co-ordinaring functions was inserted, these boards never worked 
effectively and no counry was given a health board of its own. 

It cannot be claimed that the decision to have eight regions and the 
decisions relating to the areas served by each were indubitably the 
correct decisions at the time and a study made now might produce 
different ideas. However, practical considerations dictate that the 
present structure could only be disrupted with good reason. Changing 
the structure at this point might not be worth the resulting 
dislocation - even if some different combinations of counties were 
arguably better. This might not apply in the case of the Eastern Health 
Board. The board serves about 1.2 million people and it is much larger 
than the other health boards. Furthermore, its role in the health system 
is not as clear-cut as that of the other health boards, as the acute 
hospital system in the eastern area consists almost entirely of voluntary 
hospitals, which deal to a great extent directly with the Department of 
Health. On the other hand, the larger scale of the communiry health 
and welfare services in the eastern area might call for special sttucntres 
for the organisation of the communiry services. Perhaps si)!\1e second 
thoughts on administration in the eastern area are called for. relating 
more to the working of the system than to splitting or otherwise 
changing the basic structure of the Eastern Health Board. 

Next, it should be asked whether the constitution decided on fot . 
the health boards was the right one. The White Paper provided that ". 
the membership of the boards would 'represent a partnership between 
local government, centra] government and the vocational 
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organisations'. Such a constitution is different from that of the local 
authorities, and a number of the authorities argued against the 
departure from the idea that only the elected representatives could be 
members. In the event, each health board has a membership in which 

",!he local authority members are in the majority of one or two, about 
ro,. per cent of the others are ministerial nominees and the remainder 
are 'elected by professions, about a quarter of the total membership 
being 'doctors, Only the top management of a health board is debarred 
from mem~ership and indeed most of the professional members on the 
board are it> the employment of the board, or provide services on a 
contract basis. 

An argument against having the professional members on the board 
is that they form an interested pressure group. However, the 
professional members are seldom likely to act as a coherent group. 
Dentists think independently of doctors and the priorities of 
psychiatric nurses will be different from those of consultant surgeons. 
Over the years, I have had the opportunity of discussing this issue with 
many members of health boards and chief executive officers and have 
formed the opinion that, after some initial suspicion, the participation 
of the professional members was accepted and, indeed, welcomed by 
the local authority members. 

Discussions at health board meetings have been better infonned 
because of the participation of the professional members and. on the 
other hand. the professions have perhaps developed a more realistic 
appreciation of the administrative problems in organising health care, 
This could be viewed as an example of worker participation which was 
a foreruIUler of the ideas since developed for the executive agencies in 
the public sector generally. 

As in any Aireacht - executive agency situation, there is a degree of 
constructive tension between the centre and the agencies. Health 
boards desire independence and chafe at the bit of control insisted on 
by tte Department. On the other hand. some ministers sometimes 
wish to be involved inordinately in local decisions of an executive 
nature. Department of Health personnel may also become excessively 
involved in local issues. It is difficult to draw clear lines in many cases 
of this kind. and to avoid tensions turning into smouldering 
resentment, intercommunication between the centre and the regions is 
essential. It has been easier to establish good relations with the eight 
health boards than with the local authorities and in fact. regular 
consultations are the practice at all levels. both with the health boards 
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and their officers as a group. 
This assessment of administrative change only touches on the 

broader issues. It should not be inferred that the system is beyond 
reproach in all its details. However. it is indicative of the acceptability 
of the system that its role has been extended in some areas (such as the 
Supplementary Welfare Allowances introduced in 1957 and. more 
recently. a scheme of repairs of housing accommodation for the aged). 
It is also of interest that a restrucruring of health administration in 
Northern Ireland a few years later than ours resulted in a basically 
similar system. There. there are four boards responsible for health and 
personal welfare services. '" 

Finance 

NOIl-capilill public expenditure 
The financial arrangements described earlier applied up to 1966. The 
Health Services Grant from the Exchequer met 50 per cent of the cost 
of the services provided by the local authorities and the balance was 
met from local sources. The 1966 White Paper stated that the 
Government was satisfied that the local rates were not a form of 
taxation suitable for collecting additional money for the development 
of the health services. Accordingly. grants supplementary to the 
statutory 50 per cent were paid to reduce the impact on the rates of the 
continuing rise in health expenditure. The financial arrangements for 
the new health boards put these arrangements for supplementary 
grants on a formal basis. In 1973. the Government decided that the 
contribution from the rates to the cost of the health service would be 
phased out entirely. This move was completed by 1977. the 
culmination of a trend initiated thirty years previously. 

In 1971. a scheme of flat-rate health contributions levied on 
incomes was introduced to meet part of the cost of the services and in 
1979 this was converted into an income-related scheme. A."t present the 
rate of contribution is 1 per cent of income up to a ceiling'{>f £9.500. 
In 1973. the Exchequer met 80 per cent of the cost of the semce. the 
rates 14 per cent and the health contributions 4 per cent. In 198{) the 
Exchequer met about 92 per cent and the health contributions aba~t 
~5per= , 

These increases in expenditure and in the proportion of the national 

' . 

wealth assigned to the health services progressed through changes .in " 
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Table 2: The growth of health expenditure 1957 - 80 

Non-capital Percentage 
_ Year Health expenditure of GNP 

" [;n 

19~7 -.58 16 2.9 
1965: 66 30 3.0 
1970 -71 61 3.7 
1975 243 6.5 
1980 , 

701 8.2 

government and in economic circumstances. The trend pre-dated 1957 
(in 1947 - 48, health expenditure was £5.7 million, which was 1.7 per 
cent of GNP), slowed between 1957 and 1965 and has risen 
consistently since then. Space does not pennit a detailed analysis of the 
reasons for this trend but it is not insignificant that it paralleled the 
changes in the economic circumstances of the country. This, indeed. is 
a common experience in developed countries. In 1960 the United 
States spent 5.2 per cent of its'GNP on health and Sweden spent 3.5 
per cent. The present levels in both cases are at about 10 per cent. In 
one case, reliance has rested mainly on private enterprise and in the 
other on socialised medicine, so differences in political philosophies 
do not seem to cause the trend or to affect it materially. Perhaps the 
cause lies more in the consequences of economic development for 
health and health services. 

Capital expenditure 
Prior to 1957, the Hospitals Sweepstakes were the predominant source 
of fmance for capital purposes (between 1947 and 1957, capital 
expenditure was £27.4 million, of which the Fund met £17 million). 
This continued into the early 1970s but has now changed. In 1980, 
tota1 capital expenditure was £35 million. The Exchequer met £34.5 
million of that - the Sweepstakes contributed £0.5 million. 

Planning public health expenditure 
When health was basically a local charge, the determination of the 
level of expenditure formed part of the local authorities' financial 
procedures but, as the state became the majority partner in fmaneing 
the system, central controls increased. This trend was fonnalised in the 
Health Act of 1970. Health board spending is limited to what is 
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approved by the Minister for Health and such limitations can relate to 
particular purposes as well as to the general level of expenditure. 

In practice, the levels of health board expenditure for a year are 
determined on the basis of discussions aimed at agreeing on the funds 
needed for continuing services at the level existing at the beginning of 
the year. There is seldom disagreement about this. Where difficulty 
does arise is in relation to trends in the services which the local 
executives may regard as inexorable and in the provision needed for 
new services or developments introduced by the Minister. The health 
board system has shown itself capable of controlling expenditure 
within the limits laid down, as long as those limits were reasonable . .. 
Voluntary health insurallce 
Since 1957, the activities of the Voluntary Health Insurance Board 
have expanded greatly - from an initial membership of23,OOO to over 
850,000 in 1980. Thus, about a quarter of the population is covered. 
The Board was set up to deal primarily \vith the cost of hospital care 
for the upper income group which was not then covered under the 
Health Acts. In 1979, when the scheme of compulsory health 
contributions was extended to that group, the Board's members 
became eligible for public hospital care (in public wards), without 
charge, save for consultants' fees. It is a measure of the growing wealth 
of the community that this did not lead to a reduction ill the numbers 
using the Board's schemes. These schemes are made all the more 
attractive by the premiums being tax deductible. 

An assessment of the financing of health care 
The twenty-five years since 1957 have seen the health services 
changing from being a local service aided by state funds to a service 
placed fairly and squarely on the shoulders of the state. It is difficult to 
see how this could have been avoided. Rates as a form of taxation on 
individuals became discredited as inequitable and no sy~tem of local 
taxation which could replace rates emerged. Hence, if .the health 
services were to be developed, then the money had to 'be found 
elsewhere and the exchequer was the obvious c.hoice. The sche~e of 
health contributions introduced in 1971 was designed to relieve 'the 
exchequer but it has never met more than a very small percentage of... 
the cost, and these compulsory contributions are now becoming '-, 
increasingly recognised as being another form of personal taxation. 

The health services became a substantial burden on the exchequer 
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but this burden seems not to have been intolerable during a period 
when a good annual growth rate could be expected in the economy. 
However, as indicated earlier, economic development seems to bring 
with it an increasing need. or apparent need. for health care. Medical 

'studies have produced a lengthening list of some fruits of economic 
development which are thought to impose burdens on the health care 
syster;ri by causing injury or sickness. Tobacco and alcohol are obvious 
examples, as is the proliferation of mechanical transport. Economic 
developm~nt brings better facilities to meet demands for health care 
(new drugs. n~w equipment and new materials etc). thus increasing the 
ability to meet health needs (for example. the insertion of artificial hip 
joints). When economic growth ended during the last few years. the 
demand to maintain the level of health services did not stop. This has 
produced a financial dilemma which will not be solved easily. 

Health services 

'The 'choice of doctor' sdwne , 
The most fundamental change in the structure of the services during 
this period was the introduction of the • choice of doctor' scheme. This 
replaced the dispensary service. under which salaried doctors 
appointed for specific districts were available to give general 
practitioner services to the lower income group (approximately one
third of the population). The new scheme was designed to give a 
choice of general practitioner who would offer his services in the same 
manner as to his private patients. The change was an important 
development in social policy and its introduction was generally 
welcomed. 

Under the scheme. doctors are paid fees in respect of each patient 
and arc given a wide freedom to prescribe treatment and medication. 
There are restrictions on the entry of general practitioners into the 
se~ce. but these have been eased in recent years. Drugs and medicine 
are provided through retail pharmacists. the cost being met by the 
state. The responsibility for the service rests primarily with the health 
boards but the payment of doctors and pharmacists is arranged through 
a joint body. the General Medical Services (Payments) Board. This 
Board also monitors the visiting and prescribing rates Wlder the 
scheme, with a view to preventing abuse. 

The scheme was introduced in 1972 and for a few years there was 
an increase in the proportion of the population classified as being in 
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the lower income group, largely because for the first time accurate 
statistics of that group were compiled and because there was a better 
take-up of the more acceptable new service. However, since about 
1977, the percentage of the population covered by the scheme has 
dropped back from nearly 40 per cent to under 36 per cent. The 
number of eligible persons has remained more or less constant since 
the peak at 1,233,000 in 1977, the decrease in the percentage being 
due to the rise in total population. 

From an administrator's point of view, the design and control of 
this scheme was an interesting project. It was specified to be a scheme 
under which those entitled to the public service would get it in the 
same way as private patients, but this had to be reconciled with public 
accountability. A computerised system to operate and control the 
scheme is used by the General Medical Services (Payments) Board to 
obtain information to enable the Board to monitor individual doctors 
and pharmacists, and to obtain information from which the 
Department and the health board can assess the scheme as a whole. 

In 1974, the total number of visits to and by doctors under the 
scheme was 5.35m; the corresponding fignre for 1981 was 7.17m. 
Over the same period the number of pharmaceutical items prescribed 
by doctors rose from 8.75m to 12.7m. While these figures affect the 
rise in the total cost of the scheme, they do not represent a comparison 
of like with like as the number covered by the scheme in 1974 was just 
over 1m whereas in 1981 it was 1.2m. More significant is the trend in 
visiting and prescribing rates. The visiting rate was 5.51 in 1974 but it 
dropped to 5.34 in 1977 and by 1981 had risen to 6.03. It is interesting 
to note that there seems to be inverse correlation between the visiting 
rate and the percentage of the population covered by the scheme. Up 
to 1977, the percentage of the population was increasing and the 
visiting rate decreasing, whereas since then, both trends have been in 
the opposite direction. (This correlation, incidentally does not apply to 
the number of prescription items which increased consi.stently from 
1974). A direct correlation can also be noticed between the .. rise in the 
visiting rate and in the number of people covered by the scheme. 

These tends raise a number of interesting points. Howeve~, the 
question which should really be asked about the scheme is whX it 
should be necessary for the average person covered by it .to see tile 
doctor six times in the year and to get prescriptions covering ten items, '. " 
while about a quarter of all the persons entitled to the services do not 
use them at all in a particular year. 
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Hospital services 
In 1980, about 73 per cent of health expenditure was on services in or 
at hospitals and homes. It is these services, rather than the General 
Medical Service (which accounts for about 8 per cent of the total cost) 

·, .. which account for most of the rise in health expenditure over the 
years. The 'level of activity in the hospital system increased greatly 
during the rwenty-five years since 1957. Statistics over the entire 
period are not available, but berween 1966 and 1979, the number of 
in-patients, in county hospitals rose from 78,000 to 130,000 (not due to 
the provision of many .extra beds but to the reduction of the average 
length of stay'from 11.4 days to 7.8 days). There were similar trends in 
the voluntary general hospitals. The total number of patients 
discharged from general hospitals in 1979 was 560,000, about one sixth 
of the population - a startling figure, even if it does include double
counting of some individuals. 

Hospitals and homes accommodated 72,000 births in 1979 as against 
48,000 in 1961. (In 1961, 20.4 per cent of births occurred at home: by 
1979 this had dropped to 0.7 pe, cent - a change related to a fall in the 
infant mortality rate from 30.5 per 1,000 to 12.4). 

In psychiatric hospitals, there was a reduction in the number of in
patients (there were 19,801 in 1963 and 16,661 in 1971) and an increase 
in out-patient care, a trend encouraged since the 1950s by the 
development of new psychotropic drugs. 

A focus for discussion on the development of the general hospital 
system was provided by the Report of the Consultative Council on the 
General Hospital Services which was published in 1968. The Council 
was made up of a representative group of medical consultants under 
the chairmanship of the late Professor Patrick Fitzgerald, They 
reported in favom of a new structure involving closer co-ordination 
berween the voluntary hospitals and the then local authority hospitals. 

More important and contentious was their recommendation that the 
num!'er of acute general hospitals outside Dublin, Cork and Galway 
should be restricted to nine. The principle of this recommendation was 
accepted at the time by the Minister but it was soon clear that 
whatever about the medical case for the centralisation proposal, it was 
not practicable politically to implement it in full. However, in 1975 a 
hospital plan was worked out with the health boards and accepted by 
the government under which the number of county hospitals giving 
full medical and surgical care would, over time, be reduced from 
rwenty-four to fourteen and these fourteen would be expanded and 
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developed. The 'downgrading' of the hospitals not listed for develop
ment became a live issue in local and national politics and, after 1977, 
the decision to restrict the centres for development was reversed so 
that almost all the county hospitals would be fully retained. The 
subsequent efforts to improve services by adding staffing and facilities 
in all these hospitals has contributed in no small way to the financial 
problems of the health services. 

Preventive and welfare services 
The Department of Health and the health agencies have developed a 
greater and more varied role in prevention and health education, 
extending beyond the control of infectious diseases and the J,ild 
health examination services which existed in 1957. The Health 
Education Bureau was set up in 1975 to organise educational 
programmes and act as a co-ordinating agency for the many voluntary 
bodies active in this field. Smoking, alcohol abuse, drug-taking and 
physical fitness are among the items covered by its programmes. The 
amount of money specifically allocated to the community protection 
programmes is relatively small (£3 million in 1980) but this does not 
really reflect the totality of the efforts towards prevention within the 
health care system. 

The health boards have over the years become the agencies for 
developing a wide range of welfare programmes, including home help 
services, meals-on-wheels, free milk, child care, welfare homes and 
cash allowances of various kinds. Health and welfare cannot be neatly 
separated. This trend recognises this. 

The future 
To foresee in any detail in 1957 what the health care system would be 
like in 1982 would have been very difficult. To look ahead now over a 
similar time span would be even more difficult. These concluding 
comments therefore relate only to some broad issues. 

First, any quick dramatic change in the extent of the pi<>plems faced 
by the system can be ruled out. Genetic factors, environment and 
personal life-styles are the determinants of health conditions andpeeds 
of individuals, and for most of the population. However, during.recent 
years there have been indications that people are becoming m~r.e 
conscious that health is not something that can be ensured by the exist-". 
ence of curative health services. For example, the message about the . ' 
dangers of smoking seems to be getting through and there is evidence 
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of increasing interest in physical fitness (how many ran marathons in 
1957?) 

~resent economic circumstances impose great strains on the health 
services. As long as these conditions last. it can be expected that access 

'-to many services will become more difficult. Even when the recession 
dnds. financing the health services will cause continuing problems. 
EconOImc development above a certain level seems to cause or 
contri!:illte to health problems. and to increase the demand for health 
services. So. the future of the services will depend to a great extent on 
whether economic development when resumed is in the pattern of the 
sixties and seventies or whether a new pattern is evolved. 

Administrative structures are not easily changed. While it is to be 
expected that the structures for health care will be examined and. 
perhaps. modified. a drastic re-structuring is unlikely. It may be that 
the greatest change in the future will be the linking to the health 
boards of the income maintenance services now provided directly by 
the Department of Social Welfare. 
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State-Sponsored Bodies 

JOHN A. BRISTOW 

There is no universally accepted defmition of 'state-sponsored bodies' 
but a widely acceptable one is 'autonomous public bodies, neither 
temporary in character nor purely advisory in their functions. whose 
staff is not drawn from the civil service. but to whose board or council 
the governments .... appoint .... member,'. When this definition was 
coined in 1961. over fifty bodies satisfied it: the tally is now probably 
nearer a hundred. 

State-sponsored bodies are insrruments of public policy and the 
theme of this piece is the political. administrative and financial 
mechanisms available for monitoring the activities of these bodies in 
performance of that role. 'Ibe purpose is not to review the activities of 
particular bodies. and their experience is used solely to illustrate and 
exemplify points which are more generally relevant. 

This sector can be divlded broadly into two parts. First. there are 
those bodies. usually known internationally as public enterprises. which 
receive ail or most of their revenue from the sale of their products: they 
carry on activities which, in other countries, may be found in the private 
sector. Secondly, there are agencies whose income comes totally or 
maiuly in the form of grants and whose function is the implementation 
of certain aspects of public policy: they perform functions which. in 
other countries. may be the responsibility of government dO'partrnents. 
For the first group. the fundamental question is why these activities are 
not in the private sector, whereas. for the second. the question.is why 
these activities are not carried out by the civil service. As an economist~I 
feel more at home with the first question and so my theme will be se~n " 
as deriving from that question and the illustrations will be drawn 
almost entirely from bodies of the fust kind. ' . 
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A Synoptic History , 
The story begins at a time when public enterprises were regarded as one 
of the successes of Irish public admirustration; when the accepted 

.. opinion was that they had made important positive contributions to 
',ecanomic and social development and had demonstrated the advantages 

of this form of organisation. It ends at a time when such enterprises are 
under -widespread attack as exhibiting serious symptoms of 'white 
elephantiasis'. The experience of the past twenty-five years is of some 
importance now, not only beruase of current concern over the 
performanee. of and policy towards long-established bodies, but also 
because very' recent times have seen the creation of new public 
enterprises, the policies of which exude a remarkable air of dija vu. 

From the very beginning, the Irish approach to public enterprise has 
been pragmatic and opporturustic rather than ideological. To those who 
are familiar with the economic disasters created around the world by 
politicians who believe that public ownership is both necessary and 
sufficient for effective development, the absence of doctrine will be 
seen as an advantage. However, the obverse of this coin is the absence of 
coherent policy-making which lies at the root of most of the difficulties 
now experienced by the state-sponsored sector. 

A brief glance at the early history of Irish public enterprise will 
illustrate the nature of the construction of this sector. The 1930s saw the 
nearest thing Ireland has experienced to the use of public enterprise in 
pursuit of an ideology - that is, economic self-sufficiency (which was an 
ideology rather than merely a development strategy in that it was the 
reflection of a political philosophy). The Irish Sugar Company was set 
up in 1933 and the decade saw the beginnings of governmental 
involvement in peat production (which led to the eventual establishment 
ofBord na Mona in 1946) and in air transport with the foundation of Aer 
Rianta in 1937. Import substitution continued to be important in the 
1940s with the nationalisation ofIrish Steel in 1947 and even after self
suffii!iency had ce~sed to occupy a central position in development 
policy (Nitrigin Eireann and the British and Irish Steam Packet 
Company were set up as late as 1961 and 1965 respectively). A variant 
of it - security of supply of impom in rimes of international trouble -
is still alive today. Not only did this idea provide the rationale for the 
foundation of Irish Shipping in 1941 but, in 1979, it was the stated 
justification for the establishment of the Irish National Petroleum 
Corporation (INPC) and the taking over by that company of the 
Whitegate refinery in 1982. 
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In other cases, the justification for governmental involvement was 
unique to each body. Thus, the Electricity Supply Board was established 
in 1927 in order to provide public financing of an investment project 
which it was believed could not be privately fmanced. In the same year, 
the Agricultural Credit Corporation was set up with the object of 
promoting the co-operative movement and of providing loans to 
farmers. The Industrial Credit Company was created in 1933 to remedy 
a lack of underwriting facilities and to provide a channel of industrial 
finance. Ceimici Teoranta was established in 1938 to use surplus 
potatoes to produce industrial alcohol (no such surplus ever materialised 
an~ this operati?n has always had to rely on imported molasses) .. and 
Coras lompaic Eireann was set up in its present fann in 1950 because 
the market mechanism was in danger of eliminating the railways. 

With hindsight, it is possible to impose a kind of pattern on this 
hotch-potch! If any common theme existed, it was ;, belief that 
economic development would be promoted by certain kinds of activity 
which were unlikely to be generated by the private sector or which had 
shown themselves incapable of survival in an unprotected market 
environment, and which therefore required public support. Or, to 
quote the most authoritative source (the person generally credited with 
political responsibility for Ireland's two main phases of industrialisation, 
as Minister for Industry and Commerce and then as Taoiseach), 'State 
financed industries have been set up only where considerations of 
national policy were involved or where the projects were beyond the 
scope of, or unlikely to be undertaken by, private enterprise'.3 

The article in which this statemeni is made is worth pursuing further, 
both because it presents the opinions and perspectives of an eminent 
policy-maker in this area and because it is representative of the state of 
Irish thinking on public enterprise in the late 1950s and early 1960s. The 
most interesting part of the article is a section entitled 'Problems and 
Dangers' and what is noteworthy is what Lemass chose to identify as the 
problems and dangers: the relationship between ministe:s and boards; 
the composition of boards; the distinction between state-sponsored 
bodies and civil service departments; the limits of parliamentary power 
in regard to these bodies, etc. It was all very sensible (with the p<,ssible 
exception of his opposition to the establishment of a parliamtntary 
committee) but it now seems rather complacent: the systelll. was scen-(o 
be working well and the main danger was that politicians mighl>. 
endanger that system by getting too interested in the activities of these 
bodies. Even the financial comments now read like .descriptions of 
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Edwardian summers. The main worry was that certain bodies would 
earn excess profits in an effort to minimise the need for external capital: 

'. 'Meeting the capital needs of State organisations is not ordinarily 
a problem for tbe Government'.' 

". Looking back after nearly a quarter of a century, what strikes one 
about this article is what is left out. In all the discussion of organisation
al rela~onships, whose leitmotiv was the need to preserve flexibility of 
action ~hilst ensuring that these bodies served government policy, no 
questions w~re asked as to what government policy was or how it would 
be known if a ~tate body was following it. He says that 'In competitive 
private enterprise the making of profits is the acid test of economic 
merit, hut in the case of state enterprise different considerations and 
tests apply'5 but he does not discuss what these considerations and tests 
might be. The over-riding concern was with structures, with little or no 
attention given to the policies which those structures might generate. 

Nor is there any evidence that other minds were exercised over these 
matters. An early manifestation of academic interest in state-sponsored 
bodies was published in 19616 - coincidentally, by another future 
Taoiseach but one wbo at that stage was still an outsider politically. 
Again, this was almost totally concerned with structures rather than 
policies. To be fair, there is some reference to issues of efficiency, but 
these issues were not explored at anything like the length devoted to 
organisational matters. 

This was the situation into the 1960., and there are two possible 
reasons for the lack of attention to criteria of performance. Firstly, there 
was the lack of any overall policy objectives which could be given 
operational significance. Each body was set up for reasons which seemed 
good at the time and which were more or less peculiar to that body. No 
adequate mechanisms were established, even on a body-by-body basis, 
to monitor performance in relation to the original objectives or to 

review the continuing relevance of those objectives. Nor could such a 
mech:nism he derived from a general political, economic or adminis
trative strategy in relation to public enterprise, because no such general 
strategy existed. This was one legacy of the non-doctrinaire ad-hoc 
approach which characterised the establishment of this sector. 

Secondly, the general lack of concern for fundamental issues was 
probably encouraged by the fact that state-sponsored bodies did not 
usually create financial difficulties for the government. When Lemass 
was writing, the ESB was receiving a small subvention for rural 
electrification and the need for a subsidy to CIE had only just been 
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recognised. All other enterprises at least broke even. The financial 
health of the semi-state sector gave the political and administrative 
machinery an excuse for iis lack of concern with the way in which 
resources were used in mat sector and was a major contributory (actor 
to the prevailing view that efficiency required the minimum inter
ference with the operations of these enterprises. 

Unfortunately. however. this apparent health was an illusion and it is 
worth spending a little time describing how this illusion was created.7 

All public enterprises in Ireland have. at one time or another and to a 
greater or lesser degree. taken advantage of the power of government to 
protect them from the rigours of the market. Three forms of assi,.ance 
can be distinguished. 

First. the reguhttory power of government has been used to distort 
demand or costs so as to produce a higher degree of profitability than 
there would have been otherwise. Thus. a licence is required for the 
importation of sugar and. as the sole holder of such a licence. the Irish 
Sugar Company had a monopoly of the home market. The carriage of 
passengers and freight for hire by road has been subject to licencing. the 
effect being to restrict the degree of competition faced by CIE. Ceiroici 
T coranta produces industrial alcohol for which there is no real market: 
petroleum distributors have been required to purchase this product as an 
additive. in quantities and at prices determined by the Minister for 
Agriculture. A similar market was created for Bord na Mona by the fact 
that the ESB was obliged to generate a high proportion of its power from 
peat over a period of twenty-five years when this fuel was more 
expensive than oil. Changes in relative fuel prices have of course 
eliminated this example (peat now being cheaper than oil) but the 
exercise is being repeated in that the ESB is now required to buyoil from 
the INPC. although cheaper oil is avaihtble from other sources. Irish 
Steel Holdings was protected in'W unusual way: its main raw material is 
scrap steel. but there has been an embargo on the export of this material 
and the company has not had t9 compete with foreig", buyers in the 
market for Irish scrap. Nitrigin Eireann would have made'~ven larger 
losses than it has but for the fact that the Gas Board has been required to 
sell natural gas to it at prices below those charged to other coos,!:mers. 
Similarly artificial prices are charged to the ESB. 

The second source of assistance has been the ability of certain bodies 
to exploit their state-supported monopoly position to cross-subsidise' 
activities which make losses. Classic examples of this would be the ' 
subsidisation of rural by urban consumers of electricity; of train by bus 
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passengers and of trans-Atlantic routes by European routes within Aer 
Lingus. 

These devices all involve tbe subsidisation of the activities of state
~ponsored bodies other than by taxation. Sugar consumers subsidise the 

, ~ugar Company; transport users subsidise CIE; petrol consumers subsi-. 
dise Ceimici Teoranta; electricity consumers subsidise Bord na M~na 
and ''09'" subsidise tbe INPC although they in tum re~eive a subsidy 
from future gas consumers who also subsidise Nitrigin Eireann; sellers 
of scrap sted subsidise Irish Steel; and so on. These means of supporting 
state-sponsored bodies disguised underlying weaknesses wbich became 
more apparent With the increasing hostiliry of the economic environment of 
the 1970s and, because they did not involve disbursements from the 
Exchequer, they enabled the political and administrative systems to 
escape the responsibiliry of monitoring performance in this sector. No 
operational criteria had been developed for judging whether public 
enterprises were in fact acting according to the objectives of national 
policy, and the lack of continuing financial involvement meant that the 
need for such criteria was not forced upon politicians. civil servants or 
the general public. 

Two opportunities did present themselves but they were not grasped. 
The first was rdated to the third way in which these enterprises were 
assisted: through the government's role in supplying capital. This role 
was exercised by means of a general requirement that major capital 
projects obtain governmental approval, regardless of the way in which 
they were to be fmanced and by means of the provision of government 
capital either in the form ofloans or equiry or government guarantees 
for both the interest on and the redemption of loans which the 
enterprises might raise themselves on the market. The guarantee means 
that regardless of a project's prospects it is seen by the market as riskless 
(or, at least, no more risky than lending to the government). The price of 
capital is thereby lower than would otherwise be the case because it is the 
taxpayer, and not the purchaser of the loan stock, who bears the risk. 
Other possibilities for assistance arise when the government is the direct 
provider of capital - most obviously in the case of equiry injections 
which, if made with no ~rospect of dividends, ' are in effect capital 
grants. 

Clearly, whenever an enterprise presents proposals for a capital 
project - and particularly when government finance is required - an 
opportunity exists for the application of efficiency criteria. However, 
the political and administrative systems have been rather ineffective in 
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this regard, and this is a matter to which I shall return later. 
The other opportunity [or increased concentration on policies was 

presented by the forms of economic planning which were in vogue from 
the late 1950s to the late 1960s. This is not the place for an analysis of 
Irish planning experience, but one must wonder why it could have been 
said that the Second Programme - technically the most sophisticated of 
these exercises - 'hardly affected the role of the public sector at all'8 or, 
more generally, that 'For all (public enterprises) contribute to Irish 
planning, they could just as well be in the private sector'. 9 

The construction of a plan involves the definition of objectives, 
decisions as to how conflicts of objectives will be resolve~, a 
consideration of whether those objectives can be effectively achieved 
under existing policies, and the development of new policies more in 
accord with the achievement of objectives. Such a plaruling environment 
would have been ideal for an assessment of the role of public enterprise 
as an instrument of policy. The 'problem was that the programming 
activities of the 1960s bore little resemblance to this conception of 
plarming. Above all, they were not seen as vehicles for the appraisal and 
development of government policy. There was lar more discussion of 
distinctions between indicative and directive planning and of the 
inability of governments to force actions upon the private sector than of 
the function of the programmes in relation to the power of governments 
to alter their own policies. 

This failure to understand that the m~in value of plaruling in a mixed 
economy is that it can provide a coherent framework for the appraisal 
of government policy, and the obsession with questions such as 'how 
can we get the private sector involved in plan construction to the extent 
that it will actually do what the plan sets out for it?' explains why, at a 
time when institutional innovation was probably more acceptable than 
it had been for a long time, an opportunity for a fundamental review of 
the objectives and policies of state-sponsored bodies was not seized upon. 
In an era which had seen a complete change in the strategic foundations 
of Irish economic policy, attitudes to public enterprise' r{,mained as 
c<>mplacent as they had been in the 1950s. '. 

The first real signs of change appeared in the late 1960s. In 19(\8, the 
Department of Finance instituted a series of studies as part. o( an 
appraisal of the public capital programme which covered,_along Wl'lh 
programmes administered by goverrunent departments. certain state-" . 
sponsored bodies. The intellectual background to these activities was 
the growing interest among academics and administrators around the 
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world in cost-benefit anaIysi. as a tool of policy analysis. and in 
Planning-Programming-Budgeting Systems (PPBS) as a structure for 
public budgeting and decision-making. Experiments in PPBS were 
actually conducted on a number of public expenditure programmes in 

',Ireland in the 1970s. and the earlier appraisal studies paved the way for 
th~se experiments . 
. fl j;;worth noting that some public enterprises themselves responded 

to this' new interest in policy appraisal by commissioning cost-benefit 
studies.'o ~is in itself is a revealing indication that a more critical and 
analytical approach had become the order of the day for policymakers. 

These deve)opments ushered in the present era and there is no longer 
any need to talk historically. Aside from the increased acceptability of 
ways of thinking derived from microeconomics. two major factors have 
dramatically altered public discussion of and attitudes towards state
sponsored bodies as instruments of public policy. The first was the 
establishment of the Joint Oireachras Committee on State-Sponsored 
Bodies and the second has been the very recent recognition of the 
urgency of the need to control.public expenditure more effectively. 

The Joint Committee was set up in 1976. but did not get into itsstride 
before it lapsed on the dissolution of the Oireachtas in May 1977. It was 
reconstituted in May 1978 and then began its most fruitful period to 
date. publishing eighteen reports. covering twenty bodies. between 
February 1979 and May 1981. (A full list of these reports can be found 
in the Appendix). The Committee lapsed again with the dissolution of 
the Oireachtas. and was reconstituted in July 1982 . 
. The significance of this Committee does not lie in its being part of the 

formal policy-making process because it is not part of that process. The 
main roles in policy making continue to be filled by the management 
and boards of the bodies themselves. the officials and ministers of the 
sponsoring departments (and sometimes the Department of Finance) 
and the Cabinet. None of these has any obligation to refer any 
recoJtmenciation or decision to the Committee, even for its advice, let 
alone its approval. Nor has the establishment of the Committee changed 
traditional legislative procedures: its terms of reference give it no part to 
play in the framing or parliamentary consideration of new bills 
concerning state-sponsored bodies. None of its reports has yet been the 
subject of debate 111 either the Dail or the Seanad. Its functions are to 
examine the performance of public enterprises and to report its findings. 
rogether with any recommendations it wishes to make. to both houses of 
the Oireachtas. 
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Its significance lies in the way it has exercised these functions, and 
three features of its aetivities may be given particular emphasis. Firstly, 
it has made very effective use of sources of expertise outside the 
traditional departmental structures - and especially of economists, of 
whom tbere are few in tbe departments responsible for state-sponsored 
bodies. Secondly, it has subjected members of boards to public, oral 
cross-examination - a new experience for most of them. This cross
examination was frequently tenacious and of considerable analytical 
quality. Regrettably, the Conunittee has not yet subjected eitber 
ministers or civil servants to this treatment. Thirdly, service on the 
Committee has been a valuable educational experience for the members 
(seven IDs and three senators) who, perhaps in most cases for th~ first 
time, have been obliged to confront policy issues in an analytical and 
non-partisan way. In general, therefore, the value of the Committee has 
been that it bas broken free of tbe traditional framework wbich was 
dominated by the mutually supportive - indeed cosy and complacent -
relationship developed over the years between a state-sponsored body 
and the department responsible for it. 

Chronologically, the most recent development has been the realisation 
that tighter control must be exercised over the p,"blic finances. A general 
concern to control the growtb of public expenditure has encouraged a 
more critical eye to be cast on those aspects of the activities of state
sponsored hodies which have implication for the Exchequer on either 
current or capital account. The rapid growtb of ClE's deficit to he 
covered by government subvention; the realisation that bodies such as 
Nitrigin Eireann will need either continuing support or a capital 
injection if they are not to be crushed by borrowing incurred when 
losses were expected to be temporary, and the substantial capital needs 
of the airlines for fleet-renewal are all examples of mounting claims on 
the Exchequer at a time when a reduction in the ratio of government 
borrowing to national income is a primary objective of fmancial policy. 
Although the sceptic may question the intentions o( a government 
which, despite its pleas for stringency, can find the funas. for a public 
enterprise to purchase and refit an obsolete oil refinery whose continued 
existence is difficult to justify, there can be no doubt that the.,general 
financial environment has generated - in political and official cir,les and 
in the public media - an increased questioning as to whether Irish soCi,ty 
is getting value for money from its state-sponsored sector. "-. , 
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Policy Objectives and Criteria of Performance 
In a society which, in general, is prepared to allow the market to 

.' , determine how resources are used. the justification for the establishment 
of a public enterprise is based upon the belief that the market mechanism 
~ failed (or would fail) to promote the objectives of society in a 
parti~lar area and the criteria of performance should then reflect the 
nature of that market failure. 

The ·sources of market failure of most relevance to public enterprise 
are, f.rstly, monopoly; secondly, externalities and, thirdly, distributional 
considerations.. 

A number at control devices have been proposed for monopolies 
which are nationalised, or which are otherwise subject to public control. 
The most widespread (and probably the most practicable) has been the 
def.nition of a maximum rate of prof.t combined with price control and 
periodic investigations of technical efficiency. In no case was nationa
lisation used in Ireland as a means of controlling an existing monopoly, 
but these matters have been relevant to the ESB and will become; 
relevant to the Gas Board. The Electricity Supply Act, 1927 - under 
which the ESB was established - clearly intended (in Section 21(2)) that 
the Board should not bave the power to earn monopoly profits, but this 
of course is insufficient to promote efficiency since monopoly power 
enables high profits to be made even in the face of grave inefficiency. It 
needs to be supplemented by price control and by the occasional, 
externally conducted, technical review. In recent years price control has 
often been exercised more to delay price increases which wonld 
otherwise have ocurred at electorally sensitive times than in the interests 
of efficiency. The device of technical review has been used quite 
frequently, most notably in relation to the ESB and CIE." 

If the control of monopoly is based on a belief that profitability may 
not be sufficient for efficiency, then the argnment for public intervention 
based on externalities - the second source of market failure - is based on 
a belictr that prof.tability may not even be a necessary condition for 
efficiency. The appeal to externalities in one form or another explains 
the existence of every Iri~ public enterprise and so the possibility of 
deriving performance criteria from these externalities is of considerable 
importance. 

A market mechanism works on the basis of a network of signals in the 
form of prices and, for the outcome to represent an efficient use of the 
nation's resources, it is necessary (though not sufficient) that two 
conditions be satisf.ed. Firstly, everything to which the members of 
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society assign a value must be assigned a price by the market (i.e. must be 
traded); and secondly, the price assigned by the market must reflect the 
value assigned by the members of society. Externalities - sometimes 
called external economies or diseconomies - arise when either of these 
conditions is not satisfied. 

In the establishment of public enterprises in Ireland, employment 
creation and the balance of payments have been particularly favoured 
arguments (they have also been used to justify grants to the private 
sector, an alternative way of dealing with external economies). In 
relation '0 particular activities, probably ,he best way to approach the 
idea that employment is an external economy is to argue that the market 
assigns too high a price to labour and therefore that, in one wly or 
another (for example, by the use of public enterprises excused from the 
profitability criterion), employers need to be induced to take on more 
labour than they would in a free market environment. The most obvious 
source of this 'excess price' oflahour is the use of the monopoly power 
of the trade unions to produce wage levels above what are necessary to 
clear labour markets. Whether this is a good or bad thing is irrelevant: 
the price thrown up by the labour market is distorted and the way is open 
for policies, such as the creation of public enterprises, designed to 
counteract tbat distortion. 

The argument relating to the balance of payments is similar. 
Presumably, a preference for exports over domestic sales and for 
domestic purchases over imports reflects a belief that the market price of 
exports understates their value, and that of imports understates their 
cost, which in turn implies that the currency is overvalued. One policy 
response to this situation might be devaluation; another might be to 
subsidise (perhaps through public enterprises) activities which earn 
foreign exchange. 

There are of course other types of externality but they all have the 
same fundamental characteristic: that a benefit or a cost is either not 
priced or is subject to • distorted price such that the market mechanism 
would lead to an undesirable patterll of activities. The'abjectives of 
public enterprise call then be described in terms of counteracting the 
effects of the externalities. 

The point of this discussion is that it is all too easy to resOrt ,.; v~gue 
appeals to 'sacial benefit' in order to justify losses or to support the use.of 
governmental power to distort the environment within which public-. 
enterprise operates. Ideally, one wants to derive performance criteria
from the objectives of the enterprises, those objectives themselves b.eing 
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derived from the identification pf some defect in the market system. 
Only if that defect is defined precisely can any progress be made along 
this path. 
• B'ut this is not enough. If an enterprise is making a loss it could be 

··c.laimed that the continuation of the activity is justified on the grounds 
that the loss results from the need to take account of an externality. But 
howlarge a loss can be justified by such a claim? Some knowledge of the 
magnitUde as well as the nature of the externality is required. 

It can no~ be seen, in principle. how a criterion of performance may 
be derived fo; an enterprise whose objectives are based upon the 
existence of externalities. A target is set, perhaps in the form of a rate of 
return on capitaL It is then arranged for the enterprise to receive, in one 
form or another, an amount equal to the value of the external economy 
it creates or of the external diseconomy from which it suffers. lfit meets 
its target rate of return there is satisfaction; otherwise there is not. 

This approach is in very clear contrast to that adopted towards Irish 
state-sponsored bodies during most of their history. That approach was 
characterised by: a lack of precis~on as to the nature of the externalities 
which these bodies were supposed to deal with (indeed, a failure to think 
in these terms at all, reson being made to vague references to things 
which sounded impressive like I import-saving' or 'cmployment
creation'); a failure to consider the magnitude, and therefore the 
quantitative implications, of these externalities, and a consequent 
willingness to pursue whatever policies were necessary to ensure that an 
enterprise, once set up, could survive, regardless of the cost (especially if 
that cost were not borne by the Exchequer). 

Similar analysis can be employed when the objectives of an enterprise 
are influenced by the third type of defect in the market mechanism: that 
the market may generate an unacceptable distribution of real living 
standards. 

The first question which arises concerns the merits of redistribution 
in kin'd rather than in money, but as there is nothing peruliar about 
public enterprises in this respect (after all, it could be argued that public 
support for education and health care is based on the belief that what 
makes people poor is lack of education or health care rather than lack of 
money) I shall not pursue this point. However, any agency responsible 
for monitoring the performance of these enterprises should consider the 
question. 

Related to this is the matter of defining the beneficiaries of this 
redistribution. Societies usually want to arrange redistribution so that it 
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is the poorest who benefit most, but this does not happen in many cases. 
Firstly. the amount of electricity or transport required by an individual is 
largely a matter of personal taste. so two people with the same incomes 
can differ greatly in the extent to which they benefit from the 
redistributive actions (through cross-subsidisation) of CIE or the ESB. 
For example. simply by switching from bottled gas to electricity for 
cooking or increasing the frequeney with which he visits his friends, a 
rural dweller or train traveller can increase the benefit he receives from 
these policies. Secondly, over a wide income range in the case of 
electricity and a narrower income range in the case of public transport, 
consumption of these items - and therefore the benefit from the su~idy 
- tends to increase with income. 

Even when it has been decided who should receive this type of 
assistance. there remains the question of the level of assistance. 
Historically. this has tended to be answered in a way which, for a 
redistributive poliey, is arbitrary - i.e. which has nothing to do with the 
degree of disparity between the rich and poor. Thus. the level of 
subsidisation under the rural electrification scheme is determined by the 
decision that urban and rural tariffs will be as near equal as makes no 
difference. Why just this amount of redistribution, no more and no less? 

Finally, there is the question of how redistributive policies operated 
by public enterprises are to be financed . In most cases, the source of 
finance is a mixture of Exchequer grant and internal cross-subsidisarion. 
with the mix varying from case to cas~. So. for example, most of the 
burden of financing below-cost rural electricity supply has fallen on 
urban consumers, with some Exchequer contribution towards the capital 
costs of the distribution system. The case ofCIE is complex and has been 
changing over the years in that the Dublin buses at one time offset the 
losses on other parts of the system - that no longer happens and the 
burden is now borne by the Exchequer with a little help from certain 
long-distance provincial buses. Since it can be assumed that society not 
only wants redistribution to benefit the poor but also wants the rich to 
pay, the main argument against using cross-subsidisation in tHis. area is the 
converse of the argument against benefits in kind: there is no guarantee 
that it is the rich who suffer. Just as in the case of externalities, thtr:e is a 
strong argument in favour of the costs of non-commercial piactic~s 
which are carried on for redistributive reasons being financed from the, 
exchequer. . '. 

The theme of this section has been an acceptance that markets may 
not produce results which accord with the objecrives of society and that 
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the purposes of state-sponsored bodies may be characterised as the 
generation of a pattern of production and distribution more in accord 
with those objectives. but that those purposes will not be achieved unless 
~hey are specified with more precision than has been typical heretofore. 

'-this is what was meant in the previous section by the lack of an analytical 
approach to policy in this area. 

Some 'Organisation Issues 
A simplified. but nol seriously distorted. description of the theory of 
semi-state organisation is as follows: the government is responsible for 
determining th'e.general obje,tives to be served by an enterprise and for 
laying down the broad guidelines within which an enterprise'spolicies 
are to be constrained. The enterprise itself is responsible to the 
government for the construction and implementation of technically 
efficient and fmancially sound policies to achieve those objectives 
within those constraints. The corollary of this is that it is not the job of an 
enterprise to make strategic decisions (though it may. through its 
sponsoring department. give advice on such matters) and it is not the 
function of politicians or their officials to get involved in day-to-day 
decisions concerning the operations of enterprises. 

The theoretical ideal that ministers and their officials should leave 
detailed matters to the enterprises is vulnerable to attack primarily 
because many of the day-to-day decisions of state-sponsored bodies 
inevitably have 'political' implications. For example. although the 
pricing policies of these bodies do not have noticeable effects upon the 
r"te of inflation. things like bus fares and electricity charges are visible. 
and for governments who claim an ability to influence the general price 
level. 3l1d part of whose appeal to the electorate is based upon such a 
claim, the temptation to interfere with public sector prices is often 
irresistible. Also. operational decisions of public enterprises frequently 
have different effects upon particular groups - sectoral or local - and 
politit:al pressures may then impel ministers to respond to the pleas of 
those groups by intervening in the decisions. 

These actions produce a lack of clarity as to who - the minister or the 
enterprise - is responsible for any decision. This can have harmful effects 
upon the morale of the board and staff of a public enterprise. especially
as is usually the case - if the ministerial decisions in question cause a 
deterioration in the financial position of the enterprise. Not infrequently, a 
proposal aimed at improving the fmancial health of an enterprise (e.g. an 
increase in prices or the closure of plant) is rejected or delayed by a 
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minister. No compensation is paid to the enterprise. and the enterprise, 
rather than the minister. bears the odium of the failure to improve 
profitability).12 The prevalence of ad hoc. uncompensated interfer
ence by ministers also makes the application of rational performance 
criteria more difficnlt and. in particular. reduces the value of financial 
accounts as indicators of performance. 

The converse of this has been a tendency for ministers and the 
Oireachtas to abdicate responsihility for the development of policy at 
the strategic level. The reason that certain activities are in the public 
rather than the private sector is that the market, in relation to those 
activities. will not produce the results required by the objective1l of 
society. Those objectives. while they may be investigated and elucidated 
through various kinds of analytical processes of an essentially technical 
nature. can only be determined through a political mechanism. A 
political system such as exists in Ireland may not be ideal for this 
purpose. but it is even less desirable to give the enterprises themselves a 
dominant role in determining their own general objectives. They have 
no responsibility to society at large and are above all else quite properly 
concerned with the maintenance of their organisations. Also. by having 
excessive power to influence the defmition of their objectives. enterprises 
are in effect determining the criteria according to which they will be 
judged - hardly a state of affairs conducive to social efficiency. 

Of course. this discussion of who should be responsible for what 
should not overlook the fact that. whitever the formal hierarchy of 
responsibility. there is bound to be a set of informal relationships 
in",olving ministers. members of the Oireachtas. departmental officials. 
and the boards and the management of the enterprises. Such informal 
r~lationships are essential for the working of any system. and simply 
reflect the reality that any organisational decision-making requires multi
directional flows of infortnation. analysis. proposal and counter
proposal. However. informal systems can become less efficient than 
they might be if the balance of power within them is markedly different 
frpm what the formal system prescribes. This has happened iri tbe case of 
Irish state-sponsored bodies because. until recently. the Oireachtas and 
departmental officials have not had the technical competence required 
for the effective definition of objectives and monitoring of the 
performance of public enterprises. As a result. the departments (and ' . 
their ministers) have tended to act more as lobbyists on behalf of " 
'their' enterprises than as critical exponents of a partial replacement 
for market disciplines. which is allegedly their true role. 
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It has already been pointed out that recent years have seen decided 
improvements in these matters. The value of the Joint Oireachtas 
Committee appears to have been accepted by the political system, and 
departments with a key role in these matters have taken steps to improve 

. 'peir analytical capability (for example, the Department of Energy -
responsible for the ESB, Bord na Mona, the Gas Board and the INPC 
and 'tqe ·Department of Transport - responsible for CIE and the air 
transpo\t companies - have recruited economists of proven skill and 
independence of mind). But there is no cause for complacency and 
perhaps tw'o. areas of continuing organisational weakness can be 
identified. . 

Firstly, as in other areas of government, confidence in the system 
would be improved if major decisions were made more openly, perhaps 
by giving the Joint Oireachtas Committee a role in making such 
decisions. For example, there is evidence that the decision to purchase 
the Whitegate refinery was not obviously reconcilable with the fmdings 
of specialist consultants 13 and the kind of open investigation conducted 
by the Committee would have forced the government to reveal publicly 
the way in which the various conSiderations were balanced. 

Secondly, although they may work somewhat ineffectively, there are 
well-established parliamentary procedures and official mechanisms for 
dealing with decisions which involve disbursements by the Exchequer, 
but those procedures and mechanisms can rarely be used in this context 
because. as was noted earlier. direct financial support fOJ public 
enterprises is a rarity. This is the point of the suggestion made in the 
previous section that the social benefits produced by state-sponsored 
bodies be expressed in monetary terms and 'purchased' by the 
government in the form of a direct grant and the implied suggestion 
earlier in this section that enterprises receive fmancial compensation 
when ministerial intervention operates against their fmancial interests. 
The ~hole panoply of established parliamentary and official procedures 
would then be available for use in overseeing the performance of these 
bodies as instruments of policy. 

This is a counsel of perfection in that no-one believes that analytical 
lCchniques exist which could place an exact monetary value on all 
aspects of the activities of these bodies which reflect their public nature. 
All that can be claimed is that a movement in this direction would 
facilitate the operation of e£fective criteria of performance and would 
expose more clearly to public view the issues at stake. 
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Reports of the Joint Oireachtas Committee on 
State-Sponsored Bodies 

Irish National Stud Co. Ltd., Feb. 1979, Prl. 7869 
British and Irish Steam Packet Co. Ltd., Mar. 1979, Pri. 8063 
Min Fheir (1959) Teo., Jul. 1979, Pri. 8242 
Coras lomp.ir Eireann, Oct. 1979, Prl. 8438 
Ceimici Teo., Oct. 1979, Prl. 8475 
Acr Rianta Teo., Nov. 1979, Prl. 8582 
Arramara Teo., Jan. 1980, Prl. 8686 
Bord na Mona, Mar. 1980. Prl. 8808 • 
Voluntary Health Insurance Board. Mar. 1980, Prl. 8899 
Agricultural Credit Corporation Ltd., Apr. 1980, Prl. 8944 
Industrial Credit Co. Ltd., Sep. 1980, Prl. 9261 
National Building Agency Ltd., Oct. 1980, Prl. 9480 
Comhlucht Siuicre Eireann Teo., Dec. 1980, Prl. 9555 
Aer Lingus Teo. and Aerlinte Teo., Dec. 1980, Prl. 9584 
Irish Shil'ping Ltd., Mar. 1981, Prl. 9663 
Nitrigin Eireann Teo., Apr. 1981, Prl. 9752 
Foir Teo .. Ap!. 1981, Prl. 9944 
Radio TelellS Eireann, May 1981, PrJ. 9945 
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Pulling Nalural Gas 
In worlllDrlreland 
Purchasing, transmitting and distributing natural gas in Ireland 
is the responsibility of Bard aais E1reann - The Irish ",=;;::r-+-
Gas Board. 

This state-sponsored body performs a wKJe range of functions, 
from the design and construction of natural gas pipeline 
systems to promoting natural9"s "s an ideal premium fuel for 
modern industly. 
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A Generation ofPubhc Expenditure Growth: 
Leviathan Unchained 

MOORE McDOWELL 

' ... the nature of men being as it is, the setting forth of Publique 
Land, or of any certaine Revenue for the Commonwealth is in vaine; 
and tendcm to the condition of mere Nature, and War, as soon as 
ever the Sovereign Power falleth into the hands of a Monarch, or of 
an Assembly, that are either too negligent of mony, or too hazardous 
in engaging the publique stock .. .' 

Hobbes: Ley",t"an, ch. XXIV 

One consequence of the recession of the 1970s was the destruction of 
the prospect of unending economic expansion. A return to public 
awareness of the economist's idea of scarcity and a re-appraisal of the 
size, role and efficiency of the public sector were inevitable. These have 
been reinforced by growing doubts about the need for a high level of 
puhlic spending in order to maintain aggregate demand. Attempts at 
demand management by f!Scal policy in lrel~d have not been 
successful. ' 

Attitudes to the public sector, hitherto regarded as heretical, have 
enjoyed greater respectability with the accession to power of President 
Reagan and Mrs Thatcher. 'Supply siders' and 'Monetarists' have not 
only launched successful assaults 'on the 'Keynesian' theoretical ortho
doxy. but. pace press commentaries to the contrary. are see.ing their 
cormter-revolution justi£ed - even if the costs are higher than 
anticipated. '. 

As a result, the 1960. liberal consensus view of public spending .... a 
desirable complement to the private sector is being replaced by the view \ 
that it is a costly substitute. This change in attitude has been slow to ' 
percolate into public discussion in Ireland. ' 

True, the implication of run-away government spending on the 
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public finances is widely undelistood. as is the need to .cut spending 
and/or raise taxation. But this has not been translated into action. , 

. \ The difficultY lies in a widespread view that public expenditure has 
'~ttained its present level in fulfilling generally accepted social goals. To 
''wt it would not only threaten the livelihoods of those dependent on the 
ex'c~equer, but would represent a retreat from a set of socially agreed 
policy targets. Cuts. therefore, run into opposition from a formidable 
alliance of three separate lobbies: Keynesians. who believe public 
spending is, necessary to maintain employment; those committed 
ideologically'to socialisation of the economy. and those who see their 
individual living standards under threat. 

Unfortunately. this demand for a large public sector is only weakly 
associated with a willingness to pay the necessary taxes, or to see that 
they are paid. 

Herein lies the essence of the fiscal crisis besetting Ireland after 
twenty-five years of steady growth in public spending. In the context of 
rapid econemic growth, an expanding tax base makes growing public 
spending e~sy to accommodate. politically. However, a stagnant, or 

• declining level of real income per head means sharper political opposi
tion to funding increased public sector activity. 

Given th, degree of recent publicity co the level of public spending. it 
will be sufficient to present a highly summarised version of developments 
here. and to confme detailed discussion of figures to certain key areas. 

Table 1: 

Year GNP Cg Kg 
£m £m £m 

1958 600.9 145.4 37.4 
1962 783.8 196.2 58.8 
1966~ 1073.9 303.6 83.1 
1970 1648.5 546.1 157.7 
1974 2968.5 1091.1 411.9 
1978 6403.4 2667.6 943.1 

GNP = Gross National product at Market Prices 
Cg = Public Authorities Current Spending 
Kg = Public Authorities Capital Spending 

Source: National Income and Expenditure issues 
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Total government spending has exceeded 50 per cent of GNP since 
the early 1970s. In contrast, at the beginning of tbe period under review, 
combined government spending amounted to only 30 per cent of GNP. 

While GNP rose (in nominal terms) by a multiple of just under 10.5, 
and total government spending by a multiple of20, the fastest growth in 
the latter came not from current spending (a multiple of 18) but from 
capital spending (a multiple of25). The latter rose from 25 per cent of 
government spending in 1958 to approximately 35 per cent in 1982. 

This clearly implies that restoring a balance to the current budget is 
not sufficient to gct the public finances back into order. In future the 
capital side of the budget is going to need even tougher scrutiny. In~ed, 
the impact of past borrowing for both capital and current purposes has 
been to reduce the degree to which current spending can be cut, since an 
increasing amount of it is pre-empted by debt-service charges. 
Public sector capital spending shows other disturbing trends. Between 
1958 and 1978, annual Gross Domestic Physical Capital Formation 
(GDPCF), which includes the investment activiry of the semi-states, rose' 
by a multiple 0(20. Within that, capital grants to industry (dominated by 
the IDA) multiplied by 12, and direct capital formation by government 
(mainly infrastructure) by 18. Thus, private and semi-state investment 
are becoming increasingly important. 

But while GDPCF rose from 12 per cent of GNP in 1958 to 20 per 
cent in 1966 and 27 per cent in 1978, the performance of the economy 
has not kept pace. Despite the higher level of investment in the 1970s 
than in the 1960s, growth in output per head was lower in the more 
recent period. It appears that the social return to investment has been 
falling. At the same time, the net social cost of investment - in terms of 
the net factor payments leaving the economy to fund the foreign 
borrowing which has financed an increasing proportion of this 
investment - has risen. . 

Part of the blame for the apparent fall in the social return to 
investment may be laid at the door of the private sector. Ear example, 
over the last decade much investtnent in the private sector vias aimed at 
moving from relatively expensive labour and energy intensive modes of 
production to a relatively cheap capital intensive one. That is, it aUn~d at 
producing the same level of output with less labour and energy. If r""l 
wage growth is not halted, this inevitably means higher unemployment \ 
and lower growth in output per head of the population. Complementary 
to this type of effect is the impact of two unexpected recessions -
investment was planned to meet higher levels of demand, and showed a 
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Table 2: 

Year GDPCF GDCPG % KGR % PCP % 

IJvI £m £m £m 

-}958 72.3 16.9 20.3 6.7 9.3 37.8 52.3 
1962 143.3 25.6 17.9 . 5.5 3.8 65.1 45.4 

1966 ' '. 207.8 42.4 20.4 11.1 5.5 99.3 48.0 
1970 396.5 69.2 17.4 28.1 7.1 173.4 43.7 
1974 '870.8 72.0 8.3 35.5 4.1 362.0 41.5 
1978 1848.5 155.6 8.5 81.2 4.9 765.0 41.3 

1980 2568.0 n/a n/a n/a n/a 1305.0 50.8 

GDPCF = Gross Domestic Physical Capital Formation 
PCP = Public Capital Programme 

Source: National Income and Expenditure, Economic Review 
and Outlook 

lower than anticipated real return when that demand did not materialise. 
There is, however, much evidence of appalliug public sector 

in~~st~ent decisions, which yoints to a catastrophic fall in the 
productivity of public sector investment. The rate of return to private 
sector investment may well have fallen over the years since 1958, but 
while its contribution to growth iu output per head may have declined, 
no one has suggested that it has iu general failed to increase total 
employed factor productivity. The same could hardly be said of the 
public sector. 

At least some of the responsibility for the steady rise in the 
iueremental capital-output ratio (the inverse of the overall return to 
capital formation) must be borne by the extremely suspect performance 
of p"blic sector investment, which cannot be explained away by 
asserting that there is no measurable direct return to infrastructural 
iuvestment. If the latter is iudeed 'productive', this will show up sooner 
or later iu a general iuerease in output per head. The onus of.proof, 
therefore, seems to lie with chose who daim for public sector investment 
the returns often claimed for it 

In the context of an increase in current goverrunent spending since 
1958 to the 19821evel of about 45 per cent of GNP, much attention has 
been paid to the growth in public sector pay. There are reasons, 
however, for believing that while pay in the public sector is a major 
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source of our problems, the data on which much public comment has 
been based do not properly reflect the underlying reality. 

Recent work by Michael Ross of the ESRI on public sector pay has 
drawn attention to the difficulties in measuring this elusive entity. 2 The 
National Income and Expenditure Tables figures for employee incomes 
in Public Administration and Defence (PAD) account only for earnings 
of those In the 'core' of the public sector, producing the 'public' goods of 
administration, policing, security and regulation. They do not, for 
example, include the wage element in post office spending, nor the 
earnings of secondary teachers. Quite clearly, they do not include all 
those items which most people would include as public sector pay.J"his 
brings the question as to what exactly is included, or ought to be - to 
which there is no easy answer. 

Beyond the core of PAD it is very hard to define exactly where the 
public sector ends and the private sector begins. There are also 
difficulties involved in defining how much of 'transfer' spending by the 
government is in fact expenditure on pay in subsidised enterprise -' 
CIE being the most obvious case in point. 

Legally, public sector pay might he defined by the legal status of the 
employing agency. Economically, however, it means budget spending 
on wages, directly or indirectly, in the sense that the numbers employed 
and rates of pay are determined by government receipts rather than by 
market sales. The matter doesn't even end there. If we adopt the 
economic definition. and use sophisticated accounting to sort out how 
much of a university lecturer's pay should be counted in public sector 
pay we are faced with a further problem: much of the 'market' element 
may in fact be determined by the government rather than by the market 
- for example, RTE licence income. 

Granted these reservations about the statistical adequacy of discus
sions of public sector pay, the figures nevertheless show some interest
;ng trends. First, the ratio of PAD to total current spending has 
fallen over the last twenty-five years from 18 pcr cent in. 1958 to just 
over 13 per cent in 1978. It did increase as a percentage of G1\!P - from 
4.7 per cent to 5.S per cent, reflecting incteased spending ma.inly on 
security. The big increase in the more widely (if arbitrarily) defined 
public sector wage bill is due to non-administrative incomes at local and 
central government level, including the health services, P&!" and-
secondary teachers. ''''', 

It is doubtful, however, if much is to be gained from further 
concentration on pay. John O'Hagan3 has recently pointed out in a 
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Tab~ 3: 

Yea'r Cg PAD GW GW' 
£m £m £m £m 

'1~58 145.4 28.0 56.4 61.7 
1962 196.2 36.4 70.1 82.8 
1966 , 303.6 53.9 104.1 123.4 
1970 546.1 84.2 168.2 206.0 
1974 1091.1 168.9 316.8 370.5 
1978 2667.6' 353.4 746.7 909.5 

CG = Current Public Spending 
PAD = Pnblic Administration and Defence 
GW = Pnblic expenditure on wages, salaries and superannuation 
GW' = GW + wage etc, in P&T and secondary teachers' salaries 

SOUKe: National Income and Expenditure, Appropriation Account 

simihr context the arbitrary nature of distinctions between public 
spending on goods and services and on transfers. Similarly, the line 
bern',en public sector pay and other spending heads is of doubtful value. 

For this reason, the approach taken by Frank Gould in an article in a 
recent issue of this journal· may well be preferable. Gould concentrates 
on <xamining public spending by programme spending area (Defence, 
Agriculture, , .) rather than on divisions between purchases, transfers 
and pay. 

Gould's purpose was to examine the behaviour of the component 
parts of public expenditure in order to detect relative shifts between 
areas of concentration, and possible party political biaseS. There was 
some inter-temporal and inter-programme variability of growth rates -
but it is noreworthy that these were relatively small. Between rhe early 
1960s

4
and the late 1970s virtually all programme areas showed a rare of 

expenditure growth in the range of between 1.2 and 1.8 rhar of GNP (all 
in current money values). 

Drawing rhese strands together, the following picture of public 
spending growth emerges. Public spending, current and capital, has 
grown much more rapidly than GNP over the period since 1958. Wirhin 
this total the ratio of currenr spending to direct capital spending has also 
increased steadily (direct capital spending fell as a proportion of the 
Pnblic Capiral Programme). Within current spending PAD fell, while 
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Table 4: Ratios of programme growth rates to GNP growth selected periods, 1960 -77 

~ 

~ 
~ 

~ 
~ 

Gredter 
than 2 

1960 - 69 None 

jl 1970 - 77 None 
d: 

BellUeeI' 1 & 2 

Education 1.6 
Other Economic 

Services 1.6 
Housing 1.5 
Agriculture etc. 1.5 
Transport etc 1.4 
Health 1.4 

Other Economic 
Services 1.8 

Public Debt 1.8 
Social Security & 

Welfare 1.4 
Defence 1.4 
Health 1.4 

/ 

Betwem 0 & 1 

Other Community & Other General 
Social Services 1.3 Governmental 

Mining etc. 1.2 Services 0.9 
Social Security & Defence 0.8 

Welfare 1.2 
Public Debt 1.2 

Other Community & Housing 0.9 
Social Services 1.3 Transport etc. 0.9 

Mining etc. 1.3 Agriculture etc. 0.6 
Other General 

Governmental 
Services 1.3 

Education 1.2 

/ 

.,,"' 

" 

Negative 

None 

None 

Source: Frank Gould (1981): 'The Growth of Public Expenditure in Ireland 1944-77',Admi"istratio", Vol. 29, 2. 
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expenditure on goods, services"transfers and subsidies has increased. In 
so far as one can distinguish betWeen direct payments to employees and 
other forms of government spending, the large increases are apparently 

" due to increased payments outside the administrative sub-secto[, 
When government spending is described in these terms, and an 

'. ~xplanation is sought for its growth, conventional approaches to the 
analysis of public expenditure growth are less than satisfactory. 

John O'Hagan's recent study on public expenditure in Ireland offers 
an econometric investigation of the determinants of its growth. With 
more than ·tlle usual caution of a hypothesis tester, he suggests that' ... 
the evidence for Ireland ... is not incompatible with the hypothesis of a 
demonstration effect, nor with Wagner's Law ... (nor is it) compatible 
with the hypothesis that the recession of 1974-5 caused an upward shift 
in the public sector share. , ,'5, 

The hypotheses to which he refers may be summarised in three 
propositions: 
1 a rising real income per head is associated with a growing publfc 

sector for a variety of reasons based on income elasticity of demand 
for the output of governmel)t; 

2 growth in the size of the public sector in a large country will induce a 
political demand for a similar 'expansion in a small neighbouring one; 

3 social disturbances lead to once-and-for-all shifts in the share of 
public spending; 

O'Hagan draws attention to the difficulties and limitations inherent to 
the type of data he uses, and also to the strong evidence of 
autooorrelation in his results. He indicated the possibility of specification 
errors. 

Gould's paper does not use econometric techniques, but provides 
str<mg associative evidence to support both the Wagner's Law and 
displacement effect hypotheses. Moving from a purely conventional 
ecOI1<>mic analysis he examines the possibility of party political 
influence on public sector growth. His conclusion was 'that with the 
exception of the first Fine Gael- Labour interparty government, there is 
little to distinguish interparty government from Fianna Fair.6 

Gould also briefly discusses the possibility of a 'Relative Price Effect'. 
This refers to the possible impact on public expenditure growth of a 
lower than average (for the economy) rate of increase of labour 
productivity in the services sector. Briefly, if manufacturing industry 
determines wages, and if labour captures productivity growth in 
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industry, then wage costs will rise in the services sector - including the 
public sector. Since there is relatively little productivity growth in this 
sector, by assumption, unit wage costs must rise, and the maintenance of 
any given volume of public sector output will require expenditure on 
that output to rise more rapidly than GNP as a whole. 

In discussing this issue, however, Gould implicitly raises a basic 
question to which neither he nor O'Hagan gives explicit consideration. 
He indicates that [he unit cost of supply of public sector output has risen 
in relative terms - yet assumes volume demand remains unchanged. In 
conventional microeconomic terms, this requires some further explana
tory variable. What he has in fact touched on is the issue of the rol"",f 
the public sector in determining spending on its own output - an issue 
which, while overtly discussed by political scientists, has been ignored 
by mainstream economic analysis. 

Basic to the approach of Gould and O 'Hagan (in a long tradition) is 
the implied hypothesis that the volume of public sector output is 
demand determined. Resources are shifted from the market sector by a 
political process reflecting the wishes of the body politic as a consumer 
of the 'output' of the public sector. This 'output' can be income 
redistribution, more jobs or hospital beds, or more gu.ards on the beat. 

Alternatively. an increased level of economic activity requires an 
increased supply of public sector 'output' as an input to final 
production.7 Whichever view of the public sector - or combination of 
views - is used, the clear implication i~ that the observed level of 
expenditure. and changes in expenditure. are to be explained in terms of 
a relatively passive response of output to an exogenous demand 
function. 

This raises a basic econometric problem - identification. O'Hagan 
mentions the possibility of specification errors, of which the identification 
problem is a major source. If. as real income grows over time we observe 
increased spending on public sector output, is this in fact due to a shifting 
demand function or to a shift in the supply function, or both? Until the 
supply side of a market is specified the demand side calUlot be' measured 
by ordinary least squares regression analysis, and vice versa. 

The conventional approach, measuring levels of spending, '''l,l1d 
deriving estimates of income elasticity of demand implicitly assumes a 
constant supply function and a demand function which shift with real'" , 
incomes. The observed increase in expenditure. however, could in 
principle be the result of a shifting supply function with a given and 
relatively price inelastic demand function. 
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On the supply side, my ce\,tral proposition is, that whatever the 
income elasticities of demand for the output of the public sector, there is 
every reason in principle to expect that the supply function can and does 

. shift. Analysis' of public expenditure growth cannot, therefore, be 
'. divorced from the economics and institutions of public sector supply. 
'FQis is secn to be due to three factors - the economic and political 
anilxsis of the state, the analysis of property rights and public sector 
supply, and the micro-economic impact of conventional fiscal policy. 

[t is in connection with the first of these that the title of this paper, and 
the introdLi&tory quotation from Hobbes, were chosen. The key is the 
contrast between the Hobbesian view of the state as an economic entity 
with its own goals and the view of the state common to nineteenth and 
twentieth century liberals - an essentially benign contractual arrangement. 

A modern Hobbesian approach replaces the king with the state 
apparatus of the public sector which has goals it seeks to achieve, subject 
to political and economic constraints. The state, in other words, can be 
viewed as a 'very large firm', 

The second factor mentioned above helps tie the Hobbesian view of 
the state into an explanation at a continuously growing public sector . 
The problem is to explain why Leviathan should seek an increasing share 
of GNP. [f the public sector is treated as a firm, why should it seek to 
maximise sales rather than some profit analogue? [n the theory of the 
firm profit maximising monopolies (and Leviathan usually eliminates 
competition by law) do not seek to maximise sales, unless other 
restrictions are placed on meir activities. 

A possible motivation for the modern version of Leviathan seeking 
continued expansion is to be found in the literature flowing from a book 
published by William Niskanen" in 1971. Niskanen offered an analysis 
of the behaviour of 'a utility maximising bureaucrat' (a producer who 
cannot effectively appropriate any net wealth he creates at the margin) 
who faces a totally different set of incentives from those facing a 
contracting agent in the market economy. On the basis of these 
institutional constraints on his behaviour, Niskanen concludes that the 
bureaucrat will seek to max:imise the budget under his controL This in 
tum leads 'bureaux' (i.e. public sector firms or agencies) which have 
some degree of monopoly power vis-a-vis the legislature (representing 
the public) to seek not to produce the 'optimal' amount of a public or 
merit good but to maximise total revenues subject to total cost being 
equal to total revenues. In general this means lover-production'. It also, 
under certain circwnstances. gives the bureau an incentive both to 
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produce at inflated costs and to seek, via political manipulation, to 
increase the legislature's willingness to pay (or reduce its willingness to 
cut back spending). 

Niskanen's original work has been subjected to criticism, and he has 
amended it in some respects himself.l0 But the criticism has not shaken 

. the underlying hypothesis: that utility maximising behaviour by public 
sector employees can lead to overlarge and rapidly expanding public 
expenditure. 

The third factor mentioned offers a supply side explanation of 
evidence of displacement effects during recessions - especiaUy that 
noted by O'Hagan for 1974-6. The interesting question here is WAY, 
once the peril had passed, public expenditure did not drop back as a 
percentage of GNP. 

In a different context, two Oxford economists examined this 
phenomenon in relation to the low growth rate of the UK economy. 
Robert Bacon and Walter Eltis 11 offered a physiocratic analysis of 
Britain's poor growth record which they blamed on the shift of . 
resources away from the production of marketed goods towards the 
public sector. During economic downturns? state agencies 'solved' the 
unemployment problem hy responding to public demand to create jobs. 
For Niskanen-rype reasons, they did not release this labour when the 
economy entered an upturn - with a resulting ratchet effect decline in 
the capacity of the marketed goods sector. 

On the demand side, a further weakness in the conventional approach 
is to treat the demand for expenditure on public sector output as being 
determined by the usual and independent-of-supply income and price 
type variables. Taking price as given, demand is described as being 
determined by changes in the level of GNP - which can be either due to 
an income elasticity of consumption for the output of the public sector, 
or due to a GNP elasticity of demand for that output as an input into the 
aggregate production function. 

This approach ignores the possibility that, ceteris ' paribus, the 
composition of output (private and public sector production) Ih~y not be 
simply the result of the demand for consumer and producer goods - but 
may itself influence the level of demand for public spending. " . 

Put another way, the growth of public spending may depend on the, 
existing level of public spending. What is envisaged here is that political' " 
activity and pressure by public sector employees can be - and is - : ' 
directed towards shifting the demand function for public sector output ' 
to the right at any given level of income. This implies that the rate of '. 
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growth of demand for public spending is a positive function of the level 
.( of public spending. 

'. There are two possible rationales for this hypothesis. The first 
. pertains to the possible differential voting behaviour of bureaucrats, a 

"\', matter of some academic controversy. The second pertains to a sort of 
'snow-ball' effect whereby publie sector employees -like other employees
will lobby to increase expenditure on their output, and, over time will 
cause 'public expenditure to rise at an exponential rate. Neither is fully 
satisfactory, but both do offer some basis for hypothesising a demand 
function shift related to the existing level of public spending. 

There are,' therefore, reasons to believe, a priori, that the economic 
self-interest of those employed in the public sector can help explain its 
growth. Casual observation certainly supports this belief - the explosion 
of expenditure on health and education, for example. Apart from 
demographic changes, institutional changes since the mid 1960. bave 
substantially altered the bargaining power of the employees concerned. 
These are the 'free' secondary education scheme and the extension?f 

"non-selective health care. 12 

On the capital side, surely the budget-maximising bureaucrat is a 
better explanation than public demand for the growing, economically 
unjustifiable direct public sector investment in such concerns as Irish 
Steel, NET, Aer Lingus, and the INPC. 

It is hard to believe that public demand as expressed by the median 
voter (ifhe exists) or any other variant on the Downsian analysis of votcr 
preferences for public spending is the basis for the continued pumping 
of public monies via TV licences into RTE; or via subsidies into CIE. We 
accept willingly that it is self -interested pressure from the building 
industry that determines the level of public spending on construction -
SO it seems reasonable to apply the same logic to semi-state bodies. This 
analysis also makes it clear that the system of semi-state organisation of 
res~onsibility, hailed as a paragon of enlightened delegation, has 
consequences for legislative supremacy which are of doubtful value. It 
reduces the flow of information to legislators on which they may base 
judgements on the performance of those enterprises. The experience of 
the Government in dealing with NET over Marino Point is a glaring 
example of this problem. 

The ' liberal' economists' approach to the phenomenon of public 
spending ultimately comes up against the following intellectual obstacle. It 
is presumed that the level and mix of public sector activity is in some 
sense determined by the political expression of a consumers' demand 
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system. Yet it is obvious that most members of the public (even some 
inside the state sector) are grossly dissatisfied with that level and mix. It 
is also widely believed that even if the level of public spending were 
acceptable, the public sector as a producer is seriously inefficient in 
conventional economic terms, being a high cost and non-innovative 
means of supplying goods or services which the private sector could 
produce much more cheaply - vide the comparative cost of courier 
services and P&T, the costs of pirate radios and so on 13, Economists 
believe that markets - even political ones - generally perform fairly 
efficiently. If this is so, why does the body politic not demand the 
reforms everyone agrees are necessary? 

It may be suggested that a sort of'prisoners dilemma' is responsib'e: 
behaviour which if undertaken and enforced collectively is Pareto· 
optimal is rejected at the individual level as not maximising individual 
self-interest. For example, if it is agreed that public spending on 'free' 
drugs is too high, collective action to limit the scheme's application is 
sensible. But if an individual were to reduce his own consumption of . 
free drugs, this would be irrational. However, the economic analysis of 
the state insists that it is precisely in such instances that an efficiently 
operating political system will generate a collectively enforced policy to 
secure the desired end. 

For neo-Hobbesians, armed with Niskanen's model of bureaucratic 
behaviour, no such difficulties arise. The political and economic market 
power of the interest groups we lump together as Leviathan determines 
the outcome. It is, therefore, to the advancement of the interests of those 
groups that one should look for an explanation of public expenditure 
growth since 1957, not to self-defeating exercises in distinguishing 
between income and demonstration effects. 

I will now consider the implications of the foregoing for economic 
policy. There are two basic approaches to public policy on government 
and other public sector spending. The first of these accepts the institu
tions as they are, and seeks to find economic and institutional means to 
cl,annel their activities into socially desirable channels. ' Vsing this 
approach involves wrestling with such problems as what rate of discount 
to require state agencies to employ in evaluating projects. whc,ther 
public investment should ignore risk-aversion; when and in .what 
circumstances to require public sector agencies to use marginal cos't:, 
pricing, and so on. It has proved a highly profitable vein of exploitation , 
for academic economists, and one singularly lacking in realistic concrete 
results. It has also bred a school of economic practitioners versed in the " . 

195 



Unequal Achievement 

esoterica of cost-benefit analysis. This technique is increasingly widely 
felt to be, to paraphrase Dr. Johnson, the last refuge of many economic 

, scoundrels. When has a cost-benefit study undertaken in Ireland shown 
that the object of the investigation has not yielded a handsome social 

", surplus?14 
" Politically, this approach has led to internal efficiency criteria being 
imposed - such as the ill-fated Planning - Programming - Budgeting 
Systems (PPBS) - and the attempt of the legislature to exercise 
control through select committees (such as the Joint Houses of the' 
Oireachtas,Committee on Semi-State Bodies). By and large, these: 
efforts are urili.kely to have much effect in curbing the growth of public 
spending. Parliamentary committees are at the mercy of the agencies 
they investigate for information; they have very imperfect information 
on true production costs - being presented mainly with agencies' own 
cost schedules. Their concern is in general with whether agencies carry 
out assigned functions efficiently; the question of whether the function 
ought to have been assigned in the first place is rately raised. 

Internal attempts at controls, such as PPBS, or zero-base budgeting, 
offer some hope superficially. However, experience has shown that 
PPBS has led only to furthet complications of bureau era tic procedures 
without any obvious gains in economic efficiency. Zero-base budgeting 
has simply not been adopted - and, if adopted, it can always be 
neutralised by suitable value judgements on the ends of the bureaucratic 
activity. 

The second approach is to adopt a new-institutional analysis of the 
public sector. At one level, this requires public recognition of the 
existence of what has become known as 'collective failure'. This refers 
to the old tradition in economics that public sector production of goods 
and services is necessitated by the existence of 'market failure'. The 
assumption is that public sector activity is a simple corrective device. 

Collective failure, however, refers mainly to the kind of misallocation of 
res~urces inferred by Niskanen; it also, and more generally, means the 
possibility 'that government action to correct market failure may not 
only lead to non-market failure within the public sector, but to the 
active encouragement to the private sector to protect its interests 
through methods which produce further market failure'. ,5 This implies 
an equal (or even greater) willinguess to submit the activities of the 
public sector to the kind of critical scrutiny traditionally reserved for 
firms in the market sector. It means, too, being willing to reverse the 
procedure of socialisation of decision-making where circumstances 
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indicate. Above all, it means being willing to apply the discipline of the 
market place, or some close analogue, to public sector agencies -
including the possibility of closing them down. It is, however, 
administratively tedious, raises the problems of'quis custodiet ... !, and 
involves the political decision-makers in prolonged public battles with 
agencies skilled in manipulating public opinion. 

Far better, then, to adopt a root and branch reform based on a 
Hobbesian recognition of the need for some system of checks on the 
power and expansion of Leviathan. 

In recent years, on the fringe of mainstream political economy, 
suggestions have emerged on how to deal with this problem. Thre\ of 
them will be discussed here, and of those three, two are worthy of 
serious consideration at a time when reform of the tax system is already 
on the political agenda. We will deal with the third first. 

This idea is based on recognition of the bilateral monopoly nature of 
the relationship between the people (via the legislature and/or the 
Department oC Finance) and public sector agencies - the outcome 
depends on a bargaining process in which most of the cards are held by 
the agencies. Iffull information on costs and objectives were available to 
the 'purchasers' of the agencies' acti vines, then an optimal outcome 
could be hoped for. But it is not. 

There is, however, an alternative to the costly acquisition of 
information by the legislature: competition for available funds by 
agencies leads to volunteering of information. Further, if competition 
existed in the area at present under the control of a single agency, 
information about time costs of production etc" would emerge through 
a public sector equivalent of tendering in the market sector. The 
implication is that a competitive structure of supply can obviate the 
information and control problems associated with monopoly state 
agencies. 16 This suggests that the policy of 'rationalisation' which 
reduces competitive tendering in the UK's lTV system has lessons for us 
where RTE is concerned; in another area, industrialistion policy might 
henefit if two or three IDA type organisations were competing for funds 
- giving them an inducement to keep costs to a minimum, and to use 
those funds to the hest possible effect. 

The other two suggestions are concerned with controlling the ra,e pf 
growth of Leviathan in general, and providing an incentive system for, 
public sector institutions to maximise output rather than labour cost. " 

Firstly, it is obvious that expansion of the public Se(;lQr requires an 
ability to appropriate a greater volume of resources - wluch in the end 
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means ralsmg taxes (or using an inflation tax). Establishment of 
restrictions on tax revenues simulataneously restricts the activities of the 
public sector. Such thinking lies behind the well-publicised moves in the 

o US to curb the growth of property taxes, starting with 'Proposition 13' in 
' . California in 1978. If this logic is followed to its conclusion, one of the 

"cherished aims ofliberal tax reform has to be jettisoned. That aim is the 
seCUring of a ·comprehensive' tax base - a widening of the tax net to 
cover-as many activities as possible. with a corresponding reduction in 
the rate applied to each activity. • 7 Instead, a narrow tax base, because of 
the possibiIi..ty of avoiding tax payments if the rate rises, effectively 
'limits the reve~ue whicb can be raised. Viewed in this light, the present 
calls for restoration of rate's and more comprehensive defmitions of 
taxable income assume a less desirable appearance. Indeed, the general 
consensus seems to be that a more comprehensive tax base is necessary in 
order to finance existing (and foreseen?) levels of public sector 
expenditure. 

The second proposed reform is the reintroduction of earmarking of 
tax revenues.' 8 For the last fifty years earmarking has been reject on two 
grounds: . 
1 it reduced the flexibility of response of macro-economic fiscal 

policy; 
2 it reduced the goverrunent's ability to redistribute income through 

taxation. 
Earmarking, however, can be used to 'build into the very structure of 
Leviathan's coercive power an automatic interest in yield~g that power 
for the common good' .• 9 The principle is that Leviathan 'rips off part 
of tax revenue for the benefit of the public sector. To get him to produce 
a desired output rather than pad the payroll, the tax base must be made a 
commodity the consumption of which is highly complementary to the 
availabiliry and consumption of the desired product. For example, all 
revenues raised from petrol would be earmarked for physical road 
im£>,Dvement. Of course, even this will not guarantee the limitation of 
road improvements to those the marginal value of which equals the 
marginal cost to the motoring public. But the incentive to raise petrol tax 
.simply to increase the public sector payroll is sharply reduced. 

A first step towards such a 'constitutional' control on public spending 
- albeit much more general and less restrictive than those just described
was the proposal which emerged in 1980 and 1981 on the expenditure 
implications oflegislation. In its report for the year ending 31 October 
1980, the Public Service Advisory Council (PSAC) discussed problems of 
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oosts, efficiency and disclosure of relevant information in relation to 
public sector expenditure programmes. Amongst the many improvements in 
reporting and control procedures which the PSAC recommended was 
one which caUed for explicit costing of aU legislative or programme 
proposals being made in the Oireachtas, with a subsequent monitoring 
of actual costs.20 

Administration - Public Expenditure Growth - 9 
This proposal was subsequently adopted by the then Minister for 

Finance, John Bruton, in his 1981 White Paper on budgetary 
procedures. In addition to many interesting suggestions on longer term 
planning in the budgetary process, the White Paper called for {ull 
financial disclosure in legislative action. 21 

Bruton submitted that all legislation which had any financial 
implication would require a clause setting out the expenditure 
commitment involved - on which the Oireachtas would vote. This 
would implicitly limit the spending to the amount set out in the bill, 
thus depriving Leviathan of access to the taxpayers' pockets via the . 
blank cheque. It's not clear that Bruton's proposal will not be 
implemented - but if it is not, the declared interest of his successor in 
putting the public fmances into order by controlling public spending 
will lack credibility. 
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Clear thinkers go for glass. because they know 
that their customers do. Glass dresses a product 
as nothing else can; shows it off beautifully too. 

So think clearly. And let the world see your 
product. 
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Social Policy: 1957-82 

TONY McCASHIN 

Historical background 
Prior to the mid-nineteen sixties the rate of development of social 
services was slight - the most significant legislative development was 
the 1952 Social Welfare Act which laid the foundations for the social 
insurance and social assistance services. 1 Historical observation and 
economic analysis suggests that the growth of Irish social services 
awaited a period of economic growth. But to attribute the emergence 
of a rapidly-developing welfare sector solely to economic growth is to 
posit too mechanistic a link between the economy and the welfare 
services. The rapid economic growth we experienced during the lace 
fifties and sixties was necessary to the development of welfare services 
but it was not sufficient. 

. The specific economic policy orientation during the sixties and 
seventies linked economic growth and the development of welfare 
services. It bore witness to Keynesianism - the economic paradigm 
which provides the rationale, both theoretical and politica~ for 
government intervention in the economy. Kennedy and Dowling have 
described the fiscal policies of the post-war era but more particularly 
have designated the policies in 1959-68 as 'fiscal policy for sustained 
growth'" This fiscal policy determined high l~vels of expenditure on 
roads, schools, industrial development. hospitals and so on.'-·, 

A vigorous anti-interventionist philosophy of government prevailed 
prior to the sixties. It was only with the dilution and disappeara'n~e of 
this anti-state, anti-interventionist ethos that substantial ' state 
intervention could emerge. John Whyte, in his classic study of chure&. . 
state relations, documents the profound anti-interventionist stance of ~ 
the Catholic Church and he describes the theological and secular . 
versions of this perspeetive in terms of 'subsidiarity' and 
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jvocationalism'respectively:3 , 

By the forties a rift had emerged in Ireland between two philosophies 
. of government. One could be called 'vocationalist' , and called for the 
'. diffusion of responsibility among vocationalist groups. The other 
could be called 'bureaucratic', and defended the centralisation of 
authority in government departments.4 

The widely-supported vocationalist philosophy waned and was 
replaced by .. perception of government which not alone tolerated but 
demanded s~te intervention in social matters: 

The divergence between bureaueratic and vocational viewpoints died 
away. Churchmen became strikingly more relaxed in their attitude to 
the State. They ceased to utter warnings against the encroachments of 
State power: indeed, they were more likely to criticise the State for 
doing too little than too much. 5 

[n the absence of the philosophical shift documented by Whyte it is 
difficult to acel ~ that economic growth alone led to the extensive 
social policies de'. eloped in the sixties and seventies. 

[nereasingly the public was beginning to recognise the vast needs in 
Irish society and the necessity of systematic effort to meet them. 
Journalists noted a challge in the national psyche in the early sixties 
towards a new commitment to economic and social goals. Irish society 
now sought the fruits of political independence: the material and social 
requirements of citizenship in the form of adequate incomes, decent 
housing and equal social and economic opportunities for all. The 
factors leading to this transformation are a worthy subject of historical 
research: Connery, Brown and McCarthy have referred to the impact 
of television (inaugurated in the early 1960s); the revelations of social 
ineqaaJiry contained in the OECD analysis of Irish education 
Investment in Education; the public horror at the housing deprivations of 
Dublin city articulated by the Dublin Housing Action Committee in 
the early and mid-sixties; rising expectations engendered by economic 
growth from 1959 onwards; increased confidence and sense of purpose 
arising from participation in the UN and contact with the United 
States and the advanced British welfare state. 6 Even among the 
professional analysts the calls for economic growth and social 
development were urgent and shrill. 'Unless the Republic can 
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maintain an annual rate of economic growth of about four per cent on 
average over the next decade. we are likely to wilt and vanish as a 
viable economic community'. 7 

These were some of the important factors in the development of the 
welfare state in Ireland. They need to he integrated into the wider 
theoretical debate on the development of the welfare state to provide a 
comprehensive explanation of the Irish experience. Within the 
theoretical debate. the traditional explanation for the growth of the 
welfare state - in the British case at least - is the gradual growth of a 
serue of social obligation and the increasing knowledge of social need. 
This explanation, labelled the 'social conscience thesis' by Baker.J1as 
recently given way to a variety of other arguments.s Some writers 
have concentrated on political causality. arguing that welfare states 
have developed by virtue of the influence of social-democratic politics 
or the exertions of organised trade tmionism. or both 9 Another 
argument is that demographic factors and economic growth are the 
true causal forces - independently of the political history and culture' 
of a society.10 A third viewpoint has been called the 'convergence 
thesis'; this asserts that industrialisation is the important explanatory 
factor. as industrialisation forces a convergence towards welfare state 
provisions among all industrialised societies whatever their political 
regime. 11 A fourth argument is that the welfare state emerges and 
develops as it does because of the political needs of the capitalist state; 
welfare. it is argued, is used as a mechanism of political control 
whereby mild reforms are used to defuse revolutionary analysis and 
action. 12 

The paucity of historical research in the Irish context forces us to 
iguore this tantalising debate as it might apply to Ireland. but we can 
report on one recent contribution to this discussion. Gould.. in his 
study of the growth of public and social expenditure in post-war 
Ireland offered this conclusion: 'It is probable therefore that the 
biggest single factor responsible for the relatively faster growth rate of 
public expenditure relative to GNP in Ireland during the.1960s and 
1970s was the need for Ireland to catch up industtially and 
economically and in social welfare standards with her neighbours and 
trading partners and the subsequent faster growth rate that this ne.ed 
simply and directly generated'. 13 This finding offers tentative suppor-t 
for a . convergence' -type explanatio~ although it is not formulated. in '-. . 
these terms, and seems to discount hypotheses of a (political' nature, ... 
with the possible qualification that in the immediate pos\'-war years 
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there seemed to be consistent pa'rty political differences on the issue of 
social expenditure. 

Ireland is a Virtual laboratory for the testing of hypotheses about 
'sociaL political and economic determmants of the growth of welfare. 
~f any versions of these hypotheses were applicable to Ireland they 
wb1)ld need to take account of the specific cultural and historical 
circUmstances ofIreland which we referred to earlier, i.e. the dilution 
of the ''anti-interventionist notions of the role of government, the 
emergence .of a nationaL popular commitment 10 economic growth 
and social deyelopment and the adoption of Keynesian economic 
policies. 

Social policy developments 
Writing this when there is more public controversy than ever about 
the distribution of incomes and public expenditure and services, it 
would seem provocative to argue that there have been enonnous 
strides in social policy in the last two decades, but this is the case. The 
crucial test of a society's changing commitments and achievements in 
the social area is the extent of development of its income maintenance 
services, administered in Ireland by the Department of Social Welfare. 
The extent of development of these areas of social policy can be 
looked at in three ways. First, have new services and benefits been 
introduced? The answer to this question is a resounding Yes. From the 
mid-sixties onwards we can trace. year by year, the continual initiation 
of new services and benefits. In 1966 the children's allowance scheme 
was redtawn; in 1967 an occupational insurance scheme was 
introduced and free travel was initiated for recipients of social welfare 
old-age pensions; in 1970 invalidity pensions for the long-term ilL and 
deserted wives' allowances, wefe introduced. as were also retirement 
pensions; urunarried mothers' and deserted wives' benefits were 
introiuced in 1973, and pensioners' wives' allowances in 1974, 

Second, the evidence is heartening concerning the living standards 
of recipients of welfare payments. As the data in Table 1 shows, the 
real value of social welfare payments has grown considerably over the 
year<. The real value of contributory old-age pensions increased by 
89 per cent from 1966 to 1981; the comparable figures for 
unemployment assistance and children's allowances payments are 98 
per cent and 59 per cent respectively. In line with the overall 
increases in living standards, therefore, the real living standarda of the 
poor have increased significantly in the past two decades. 
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Table 1: Trends in the real value of welfare payments 
(May 1966 = 100) 

Payment 1971 1976 1981 

Unemployment benefit 
(single man) 106 114 149 

Unemployment benefit 
(man & wife + 4 children) 109 133 168 

Old age pension (couple, 
aged 70-80) contributory 116 130 189 

Children's allowances (4 children) 121 121 15' 
Unemployment Assistance 

(single man) 135 149 198 
Widow' s pension (4 children), 

non-contributory 122 193 263 
Unemployment assistance 

(man & wife + 4 children) 127 160 205 

Third, the benefits and services in the income maintenance system 
have been gradually improved and extended. The most important 
improvement is the continual growth in the coverage of the social 
insurance system. In 1966 the tota! insured population was 774,877, 
and by 1979 this figure had grown to.986,037; as percentages of the 
labour force the respective figures are 69 per cent and 85 per cent 
These figures quantify the fact that most of the citizens are now 
somewhat protected against the vicissitudes of the market economy. 
That protection takes the form of an entitlement' earned' by way of 
insurance contribution. Insurance benefits have two significant 
superiorities over their meanHested counterparts: they have higher 
levels of payment, and they are an entitlement, rather than a 
stigmatised service incorporating elements of · administrative 
discretion. The relative growth of the insurance secior of social 
welfare has been paralleled by a significant change within'the social 
assistance means-tested sector; the means tests themselve~ are 
gradually being made less stringent In successive budgets, 
governments have lowered the amounts by which means-testea. 
assistance payments are reduced by virtue of the assessed income of ' , 
recipients. For instance, the actual threshold of assessed income above 
which assistance payments are reduced was relaxed by £1 (weekly) in .. 
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1974 and this was repeated in 1975. More recently the amount of the 
deduction per £1 above the threshold has been decreased to £1.30 and 

, to £1. 40 in turn. 
\. 

.Table 2: Recipients of social insurance and social assistance· 
\ , payments plus adult and child dependants 

''-, ' 

1966 1971 1976 1981 

Social insurartc;e 322,918 392,750 532,237 587,130 
Social assistance· 213,794 321,474 344,461 449,218 
TOTAL 536,712 714,224 876,698 1,036,348 

Payments in respect 
of Children's 
Allowances· 944,455 990,472 1,152,618 1,199,652 

• Children' s Allowances are given separately, being non-contributory' 
payments but outside the social assistance category since they are non
means-tested 

Source: Dept of Social Weifizre Annual Reports. 

A whole host of other extensions and improvements have been 
made across a wide range of benefits and services. During the mid
seventies the eligibility age for old-age pensions was reduced from 70 
to 69 (1973), from 69 to 68 (1974), and from 68 to 67 (1975); free 
traveL first introduced in 1967 for recipients of social welfare 
pensions, was extended in 1971 to include spouses when 
accompanying pensioners, and in 1972 to all persons over pension age; 
the a~ limit for children's allowance payments was extended. in 1973, 
to 18 years for children in education or apprenticeships (or who are 
handicapped); pay-related benefit, started in 1974, was extended in 
1975 and again in 1976. These are only examples. The consequences of 
these developments are vividly shown in Tables 2 and 3, which present 
details on the numbers of recipients and amounts of expenditure. The 
total number of recipients and their dependents now stands at 
1,036,348, compared with 536,712 in 1966. The expenditure data in 
Table 3 is self-explanatory. In real terms, and allowing also for 
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population, there has been a threefold growth in aggregate social 
welfare expenditure. 

Table 3: Expenditure on all social welfare service. 

Total current Total current Index of real 
expenditure all expenditure per expenditure per 
social welfare 1,000 population 1,000 population 

payments (£,000) in 1966 = 100 
Year (£,000) 

(1) (2) (3) ~ 

1966-67 59,910 20.8 100 
67-68 64,823 22.4 104 
68-69 73,362 25.2 112 
69-70 88,447 30.2 125 
70-71 108,740 36.9 141 
71-72 126,111 42.3 149 
72-73 143,556 47.5 155 
73-74 194,927 63.4 185 

December 31 
75 350,485 110.3 223 
76 428,054 132.6 209 
77 488,231 149.2 228 
78 556,881 168.0 242 
79 638,432 189.5 292 
80 853,597 250.7 267 
81 1,133,654 329.6 300 

1981 + 1966/7 18.9 15.8 3.0 

Note: The first eight rows of the Table use financial years to end 
March; subsequent rows use calendar years. In column (3) the data of 
(2) were deflated by the CPI for May in each year. The 19,81 expendi
ture figure is the second supplementary estimate as provided by the 
Dept of Social Welfare. 

Other policy areas reflect a similar pattern of development - new 
services, increased real benefits and. extensions and improvements onto', 
the foundations of the system. Space precludes a full account of . 
changes in these other areas of health, housing and education; details \ 
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can' be ascertained in the relevant sections of recent publications. 14 

These wide-ranging developments can be described for the purposes 
\. of this discussion as inputs and outputs, and some summary indicators 

of these are given in Table 4. Under inputs we include the 'hardware' 
of social provision - teachers, schools, hospitals, houses, nurses, 
dott~rs and so on. The figures document the long-run improvements. 
Ratios .. of doctors, teachers, schools, houses and so on have all 
considerably improved. On the' outputs' side, children are staying on 
longer at schooL life expectancy and infant mortality have improved 
considerably, '0,vercrowding and bad housing have declined and housing 
standards are now considerably higher. These' inputs' and' outputs' are 
not causally related in any simplistic fashion; policy changes resulting 
in more and different inputs have not been the only cause of changes 
on the outputs side. For example, improved participation rates in 
second-level education cannot be attributed solely to legislative and 
institutional changes such as the free education scheme or the raising 
of the minimum school-leaving age. 

Table 4: Selected social indicators 

Health Expenditure 
Year Current Constant Local authorities % Participation 

(1970 prices) dwellings built in school 
£m £m 16-year-olds 

1966/7 41.0 51.5 2,989 41.2 
67/8 44.9 54.8 4,079 45.5 
68/9 50.6 58.7 4,045 50.4 
69/70 59.2 64.1 4,613 54.2 
70/71 76.2 76.2 4,706 55.7 
71/72 86.6 80.8 3,875 58.0 
72/73 108.1 91.3 5,902 58.3 
73/'14 142.8 108.3 6,072 60.2 
74 179.6 116.5 6,746 66.6 
75 242.6 130.2 8,794 68.6 
76 274.6 124.9 7,263 71.4 
n '328.0 131.3 6,333 na 
78 400.0 148.7 6,073 na 
79 458.0 154.0 6,214 na 

What have been the general directions of policies common to all 
the areas of social service provisions? We can identify firstly a pattern 
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of 'universalism', the practice of extending social provisions to wide or 
universal categories in the population irrespective of income. In 1967 a 
scheme of free second-level education was introduced, which 
subsidised aU schools waiving fee income; the health services have 
been made available to the point where all persons are now entitled to 
free public hospital care; in 1977 a cash grant was introduced for aU 
first time purchases of new homes. irrespective of income, and rate 
payments on aU private residences were abolished 

A second general trend is professionalisation, the increasing reliance 
on paid, professional workers in various social service areas. This has 
happened most notably in education where the decline in numbe .. of 
voluntary religious teachers has led to their substitution by paid 
professional teachers, but also to a considerable extent in the personal 
social services field and in health services. Increasingly, voluntary 
social work organisations, local and nationaL are staffed by lay persons 
professionaUy trained and working in social services as a career. Third, 
as the population structure and the economy have changed thi 
provisions of social services have become more centralised. In 
education, a policy of closing small village one- and two-teacher 
schools has been pursued and facilities have become more 
concentrated in larger centres; the county-based health services have 
given way to regional health boards which administer centraUy
determined services and policies; in social welfare even the old local, 
discretionary home assistance serV;ice has been changed to 
supplementary welfare which is shaped by a central piece oflegislation 
incorporating minimum payments, uniform means tests and so on. 
Fourth, obviously, aU the social service areas have been subject to 
enormous 'demand' pressures arising from the rapidly-growing 
population. 

Social policy - an overview and evaluation 
The foregoing analysis, reading as it does like a litany of achievemen~ 
invites complacency. It is important, then, to contrast the account with 
some responses to two crucial questions: does poverty still persist in 
Irish society, and has equality been brought about as a result of,t)1.e~ 
policy developments? Taking the poverty issue first, Table 5 collates 
and summarises key results from recent studies on this subject whiClt , 
have in common the use of the 1973 Household Budget Inquiry as . 
their basic data source, but the studies vary considerably on points of 
defiuition and methodology, most notably on the issue of a defmed 
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'poverty line'. There is still consiaerable.poverty in Irish society; the 
'. IPA publication 15 reported an overall risk qf poverty at 23 per cent (at 

" poverty line C) and the ESRI study,16 basing the poverty line on 
. Unemployment benefit payments + 140 per cen~ gave an overall figure 
at 19 per cent. While the • one million poor'17 tide of a recent 
pub~tion may be rhetorical. the available studies consistently record 
a high level of poverty in Ireland. 

Table 5: Compilation of results of recent studies 
on fi'.'ancial poverty 

Per cent 
Poverty line in poverty Other results 

1. Chapter2 Poverty line' C' 23% 43% of poor 
POlJI!rtyalld equals official outside labour 
Social Policy poverty line force. 21% of 

plus 40% poor in farm 
households . 

2. Chapter 5 140% of 19.9% with 38.7% of poor 
ofESRI Unemployment Disposable are in working-
Report Benefit Income below class households. 
No. 109 entidements. poverty line. 26.8% of poor 

are in farm 
households. 

3. Chapter I, Social Welfare 20% One-third of 
Part 1 of Benefit poor households 

One Million Poor. Payments. had children. 
26% of poor 
households 

• retired . 

We must also acknowledge high levels of poverty in other 
dimensions, e.g. housing. A NESC Report (1977) estimated 2,000-
3,000 people as homeless 18 'while the 1971 census yielded a figure of 
almost 15.000 persons residing in mobile homes. Homelessness is 
extensive. but we lack sufficient basic, contemporary figures to be 
definitive. This ignorance also affects our knowledge of other aspects 
of poverty and severe deptivation; we have no data on illiteracy or the 
extent of poverty'-related illness. 
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Table 6: Percentage of direct, gross and disposable income 
(un weighted) going to x% of households, 1973 

%of % of %of 
Gross %of direct gross disposable 
income range households mcome income mcome 

UnderfJ 6.8 0.20 0.87 0.96 
fJ-£10 4.3 0.39 0.90 0.98 
£10-£15 8.3 1.18 2.52 2.78 
£15-{J.0 6.4 2.04 2.77 2.99 
{J.0-{J.5 7.7 3.77 4.29 4.45" 
{J.5-£30 10.0 6.55 6.85 7.10 
£30-£40 16.2 13.94 13.99 14.23 
£40-£50 12.7 14.42 14.05 14.10 
£50-£60 8.8 12.51 11.99 11.89 
£60-fJO 5.6 9.62 9.10 8.86 
fJO-£80 4.4 8.73 8.22 7.86 
£80 and over 8.8 26.66 24.46 23.80 

Gini 0.439 0.380 0.364 

SO"".: Nolan (1977) Table 6 

The issue of equality throws up far PIore complex issues which are 
rendered still more complex by the paucity of data. There are two 
ways in which we can develop this analysis; the first is to look at 
available studies on income distribution - some of these data are 
given in Tables 6, 7 and 8. 19 These statistics show that in 1973 at the 
lower income ranges, households with weekly incomes of less than 
fJ - comprising 6.8 per cent of all households- had a mere 0.2 pe, 
cent of all direct income; at the other extreme those households with 
incomes in excess of £80 - 8.8 per cent of all households ~ commanded 
26.66 per cent of direct income. As the further two colum';',in Table 6 
show this income inequality is somewhat diminished when gross income 
(direct income + transfer payments) is considered and dimih(shed 
further when disposable income is considered (gross income -minus 

~ 

taxes and social insurance). From a social policy perspective the central , 
point to be noted is that the gini co-efficient measure of income ' 
inequality is reduced by the state interventions in the form of transfer 
payments and taxation. 
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The gini co-efficient is the most commonly used summary measure 
of income inequality. It ranges between 0-1: the lower the figure the 
less the inequality. Turning to Table 7, the picture is complicated by 
the inrroduction into the analysis of non-cash rransfers to households 
and payments by households of indirect taxes. The overall result as 
given in the . fmal income' colunm is one of modest redistribution 
heMeen income groups - the lower income groups being net 
beneficiaries and the higher income groups net contributors. But this 
general assessment ignores the fact that those on the lower incomes 
pay considerably higher percentages of income in indirect taxes than 
their higher income counterparts, and that higher income house~lds 
also gain considerable non-cash benefits - an average of £7 .24 weekly 
for the highest income range compared to £4.00 for the lowest income 
range. The last column in Table 7 gives the ratio of final to direct 
income. It is a measure therefore. of the proportion of income which 
comes from, or goes to, transfers. Those with a ratio higher than 1 are 
net beneficiaries of rransfers. those with a ratio less than 1 are 
contributors. Examination of the column reveals that although the net 
impact of taxes, transfers and non-cash benefits is overall 
redistributive the point at which redistribution ends and begins is 
disappointing; the ratio in this column ranges very high - as 
expected - at the lowest income ranges, but quickly approaches unity 
and at modest levels of direct income households become net 
contributors. 

The data of Table 8 report gross income figures (urban households 
only) for certain years and the rrend revealed is one of diminishing 
inequality. The gini co-efficient declined from .359 in 1965/66 to .352 
in 1973 to .344 in 1974, and rose slightly thereafter. Case study 
analysed elsewhere confirms the impression of narrowing income 
disparities. From the mid-sixties to the mid-seventies the net incomes 
of unskilled workers and welfare recipients, for instance, have 
increased relative to the incomes of white collar employe~s and senior 
administrators - although considerable inequalities persist. 2~. 

Moving from the specific issue of distribution between inoome 
groups to the wider impact of social policies on the social structure our 
analysis must be more pessimistic. The income/taxes! transfers data is" , 
indicative of a very modest redistribution and quoting a recent study, ' . 
'it is possible that redistribution is not merely following the course . 
mandates by class divisions; perhaps in levelling tax and distributional 
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Table 8: Decile shares of gross income for urban households, 
1965/6,1973,1974 (nine months), 1975 and 1976 

'. Percentage of gross income 
~~cile 

, 1965/ 66 1973 1974 1975 1976 

1 1.7 1.7 1.7 1.7 1.7 
2 , 3.5 3.4 3.6 3.4 3.3 
3 5.6 5.5 5.6 5.2 5.2 
4 6.5 6.8 7.0 7.0 6.6 
5 7.9 8.0 8.2 8.0 7.8 
6 9.0 9.4 9.5 9.3 9.2 
7 10.7 10.9 10.9 10.9 11.0 
8 12.8 13.0 12.9 13.0 13.2 
9 ;~:~}42.4 16.21 414 

'40.7 '41.7 ;~::}42.0 10 25.2 . 
Gini 

cO-efficient 0.359 0.352 0.344 0.352 0.362 

Source: Nolan (1977) Table 15 

-Because the top income: range contains more than [he top decile in 
the 1974 and 1975 surveys, the share of the top decile has not been 
interpolated logarithmically. 

transfers the state is unintentionally shaping class boundaries, and, 
once formed, perpetuating them'. 2 1 Analysis of our education and 
housing systems supports this perspective; again and again analyses of 
these sectors make the indictment that social class structures are being 
perperuated by the pattern of social policies which has evolved in 
recent years. 

Tussing. on the education system, says: 'lbe system of finance for 
education in Ireland runs against the interests of the poor, the working 
class and the large majority of Irish people. It is essentially a regressive 
system, in which the many support the few, and there are demands 
that the few who benefit must be given more:22 Baker and O'Brien, 
Blackwell and others have pointed to the grossly regressive impact of 
the housing subsidies {purchase grants, tax allowances, stamp duty 
exemptions, non-taxation of imputed income} to the owner-occupied 
sector - subsidies which in effect reinforce consumption 
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differentiation between social class groups.23 The IPA compilatioll all 
social policy concluded: 'it seems fair to argue that a significant social 
services sector exists along with persistent social class inequalities and 
that some identifiable public expenditures (in education and housing) 
and policies (absence of certain forms of taxation) actuaDy contribute 
directly and signHicancly to this inequality'.2' 

Our assessment of social policy is tha~ despite considerable 
developmen~ widespread financial poverty and social deprivation 
exis~ and that our network of taxes and transfers is only modestly 
redistributive and coexists with many inegalitarian state social policies . .. 
The future 
As we write, the obsessive preoccupation of economists and politicians 
is with the state of the economy in general and public finances in 
particular. The implication for social policy seems clear and 
unambiguous: the years of development and initiative arc over, and 
social advancement must now yield to economic prudence. These 
arguments bave been so extensively reported that they are not 
documented here. Rather. an argument is advanced that present 
economic circumstances offer a renewed opportunity for a sustained 
implementation of redistributive social policies and not an excuse for a 
dismantling of social service achievem~nts to date. However, two 
other arguments must first be faced - both of a structural and 
ideological nature. One is the neo-liqeral position as expounded by 
Friedman in the US or the lEA in Britain.'5 This argument sees the 
cUrrent crisis as the logical consequence of social expenditures which 
have monopolised social provisions. reduced individual initiative. 
lessened economic growth through punitively high levels of taxation 
and resulted in ineffective. regressive social provisions overseen by 
excessive bureaucracies. Compound these tendencies with the peculiar 
Irish diseases of a smaD tax base. unproductive public capital spending 
and a rapid growth of public sector pay expenditures. financed partly 
by foreign borrowing. and this scenario is complete. The 'a{gument is 
then developed that economic growth requires the drastic abandon
ment of welfare state policies, i.e. the re-privatisation of sociat and 
public services which will result in lower taxation. greater freedom,?f 
choice and a re-allocation of economic activity back to the mark~t .. 
sector and away from the state'-This neo-liberal assault on the welfare ' 
state has a long pedigree. theoretically and politically. in the US and "
Britain but its influence is only now gradually developing in Ireland. 
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whose economic circumstances h~ve proved a fertile ground. 
. An equally s,,:,eeping attack on the welfare state in today's stagnant 

, capitalist economics comes from the ne~marxist camp. This view of 
the immediate financial crux of welfare is most cogendy argued in 
O'~onnors' 'Fiscal Crisis of the State'. He argues that it is a mistake to 
see the problem as one of imbalance between government income and 
expend~tUre. 26 He directs our attention to the forces which create this 
imbalance. In capitalist economies, state expenditure serves two 
functions. One relates to the economic needs of capital. The state has 
an important "tole in easing the way for capital accumulation. The 
other function is political. The state must sustain the support of its 
citizens. It bas to maintain its legitimacy. 

Legitimacy is secured through the provision of services and benefits 
to the population and capital accumulation is secured through state
supported or state-undertaken activities (research and developmen~ 
infrastructural provisions, transportation and so on). Fiscal crisis 
emerges when the available revenue ean no longer sustain both the 
legitimation and accumulation functions. Revenue could of course be 
raised through social service cut-backs, solving the budgetary problem. 
but this leaves the legitimacy problem unsolved. Conversely, the 
accumulation problem would be unsolved if the strategy was to reduce 
services to capital or impose inflationary tax increases. The present 
fiscal problems of the Irish economy could be formulated in the above 
terms with the Irish feature that borrowing. in the short term. evaded 
the legitimacy-accumulation trap. This brand of neo-marxist analysis 
has gained increasing ground and 0' Connor's seminal study has 
spawned similar British analyses27 and an initial application of the 
'fiscal crisis' notion to lreland.2a 

Both the neo-liberal and ne<rmarxist analyses of the present 
difficulties have an air of wishful thinking about them. Professor 
Hirscl<Jnan would accuse both these approaebes of the • structuralist 
fallacy', the tendency to diagnose fundamental problems when the 
disorder is mild and only temporary: 'Structuralist thinking about a 
problem or crisis comes easily to those who dislike the institution that 
experiences the problem or finds itself in crisi~ For example, right 
wing and conservative people dislike the welfare state and oppose its 
expansion: they are naturally prone to interpret any difficulties it 
encounters as symptoms of a deep-seated malady and as signals that 
,adical retrenchment is in order. For similar reasons left wing and 
liberal opinion has traditionally opted for structuralist explanations 
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Table 9: E xchequer and social insurance expenditure o n the social services, 1976 to 1980 

Expenditure (current prices) As % of Government Expenditure 

1976 1977 1978 1979 1980 1976 1977 1978 1979 1980 
provisional ( nu1Utel 

Cu"ent Expenditure 
Education 223.6 260.1 302.1 380.1 462.9 13.4 13.3 12.6 13.1 13.1 

Health 254.0 309.8 375.0 469.0 650.0 15.2 15.8 15.6 16.1 18.5 

H ousing 29.7 30.7 45.0 53.0 63.0 1.8 1.6 1.9 1.8 1.8 
~ 

Social Welfare ~ 

tv (i) social insurance fund 198.5 234.6 265.7 295.2(d) 382.0 
a. - " "" (ii) exchequer 246.9 274.5 314.4 373.9 444.0 14.8 14.0 13.0 12.9 12.6 .t 

Total (excluding social 
insurance fund) . 754.2 875.1 1,036.5 1,276.0 1,619.9 45.2 44.7 43.1 43.9 46.0 

Capital Expenditure As % Public Capital Programme 

Education 28.0 37.4 46.9 53.1 49. 1 5.1 5.7 5.9 5.3 4.3 

H ealth 11.2 16.0 21.5 27.5 28.0 2.0 2.4 2.7 2.8 2.4 

Housing 107.1 100.7 135.5 159.3 182.5 19.5 15.3 17.0 15.9 15.8 

Total / 146.3 154.1 203.9 239.9 259.6 26.6 23.4 25.6 24.0 22.5 
# 

Sourer: l'jESC Report no. 53, Table 41 
.' 
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when it came to account for difficulties experienced by capitalism.'2. 
A similar line of argument has been bluntly propounded by 

'. Katznelson:' it is far from clear that the welfare state is in greater 
difficulty today than. say, a quarter century ago'. 30 

" There is a middle way between the extremes ofleft and right. Their 
moqolithic analyses provide no help in the development of social 
policies which will make our society fairer. further advances in social 
policy terms in Ireland's present economic position are both possible 
and necessary. At present the thrust of policy-making is towards 
retrenchment .nd cutback, the argument being that public expenditure 
and social expenditure has risen enormously, that its share of total 
GNP has become ul)acceptably high, and that social expenditure must 
be curbed if sufficient resources are to remain for private consumption 
and employment-creating investmenL The political additive is that tax 
resistance has set in. The figures in Table 9 show the amounts and 
shares of relevant expenditures in recent years. I would argue that 
the goals of economic efficiency and fmancial rectitude are served by a 
strategy of greater redistribution and more effective social policies. 

First, one of the reasons for th6 inadequate state revenues is that the 
tax base has been eroded through regressive tax expenditures. An 
immediate reduction in these would render the tax system more 
equitable and generate additional tax revenue; as NESC Report No. 
21 pointed ou~ • tax reliefs within any given tax structure may be 
regarded as "implicit" public expenditures.31 Principal candidates 
for review here must be the mortgage interest tax relief, the child 
dependant tax relief which compounds the effects of the cash paid 
children's allowance payment~ and interest relief for personal 
borrowing~ 

Second, and as a development of the point about mortgage interest 
tax relief, public expenditure on housing requires critical reappraisal 
At present, the state generously subsidises the purchase of private 
house~ (via tax relief~ purchase grants, stamp duty exemptions) which 
are more accessible to higher income groups and which rapidly inflate 
in relative value. Moreover the imputed income of owner-occupation 
is no longer taxed, and rates on domestic property were abolished in 
1977. An immediate change here would be the reintroduction of rates 
on domestic property - NESC Report on Social Policy priorities noted 
that • the revenue foregone from domestic rates, without taking 
account of factors which might have made for particular buoyancy in 
this area, is equivalent to almost one-fifth of the 1981 budgeted 
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current deficit. '32 

Third, a little-discussed aspect of the limited tax base in Ireland is 
that as the ESRI Director recently argued, 'there is a good case for 
making public sector employees contribute to the social insurance 
fund' .33 This group of employees are guaranteed by the community 
against the hazards of unemployment and sickness and receive income
related, inflation-proofed pensions. 

Fourth, taxation on capital and wealth is now virtually non-existent 
In 1980 taxes of this nature yielded less than 1 per cent of total tax 
revenue. In the interests of economy and of equity. therefore. this 
imbalance in the tax structure needs correction. Rottman, Hannan and 
their co-workers put the point as follows; I as taxation in capital an8 on 
inherited wealth drifted towards the inconsequential, an awareness of 
social class would have alerted policy makers to the possibility that 
Ireland may enter the twenty-first century with an upper middle class 
so privileged and so securely entrenched as to harken back to its 
nineteenth century predecessors'. 34 

Fifth. some areas of public expenditure contribute to economic and 
social inequality and they should be curbed. In particular the education 
system is still used overwhelmingly by the upper middle class
subsidised at considerable public expense. The critical analyses by 
Tussing and Barlow35 of educational financing suggest ways in which 
public expenditure and education can be restricted to make them more 
equitable and more economical. , 

The history of our developments to date as we have seen has been a 
history of constantly rising expenditure to meet the costs of morc and 
more services being provided to ever widening groups in the 
population. Demographic pressures and the foreseeable economic 
circumstances make a continuation of this past trend impossible. Nor 
does the solution lie in resurrected liberalism or neo-marxism. The 
way forward is to pursue a strategy of equality in the financing and 
redistribution of welfare. 
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ThE BJSCU1T BROTHERS SrARI'ED MoRE ThAN A BAKERY! 

When they started 
making biscuits In Waterford 
back in the mid· 1800's, little 

But jacob's havt'. built 

did William and Robert Jacob 
think that one day their 
enterprise would be producing I 

one million biscuits per hour! b'Y~~~~~~~ Today, that's the output 
at Jacob's modem fuctory at 
Tallaght - the roost advanced 
in Europe. (And rraybe in the 
world!) 
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marketing tec~niqoes . . . aoo 
by Insisting on the highest 
qwlity standards - you could 
!ily they have also heloed 
build tht- Ireland <:i today. , 
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Ireland and The World 1957-82 

PATRICK KEATINGE 
.. 

1957 was an unusually eventful year for Irish foreign policy, with even 
the n.iiJ lifting its head more than once from the parish pump in 
contemplation of the outside world. The autumn session saw 
parliamentary controversy over positions adopted in the United 
Nations General Assembly, while earlier there had been a rather, 
sudden awakening of interest in current developments in European 
integration, which included the signing of the Treaties of Rome. 
Throughout the year the IRA border campaign, which had led to 
formal recriminations from London the previous December. impinged 
on parliamentary as well as electoral politic~ 

These matters contained much that was novel then, but which 
twenty-five years later resound with familiar echoes. They SClVC to 
illustrate the continuing major themes in the state's involvement with 
the outside world, or perhaps we should say worlds, for a small 
country's external environment can rarely he seen as an undifferenti
ated whole. Global issues are confronted in the universal inter
governmental organi~tions such as the United Nation~ but dealings 
between particular groups of states - • regional' international politics
have their own distinctive multilateral networks, while a third mode of 
diplomacy is the time-honoured bilateral relationship between. one 
government and another, without the intervention of thir4 parties. A 
state's foreign policy may be seen as the government's response to 
matters arising in each of these types of external environment. For 
quite long periods these responses may be formulated' .and 
implemented all separate track~ but there will occur, usually in' quit~ 
random fashion, particular circumstances which draw the threads' '.., 
together. 

One such turning point serves to divide the last twenty-five years 
into two periods of almost equal length. Up to 1969, the state was 
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drawn increasingly into international issues going beyond the 
traditional emphasis of bilateral relations with the United Kingdom, 
but the experience was in impo~tant respects rather disjointed. and the 
period may be labelled one of ' tentative internationalisation'. After 

',1969, 1jle move towards and experience of membership of the EEC 
'led to involvement in a unique form of regional collaboration
'intensive multilateralism' - the implications of which are perhaps 
stili not fully grasped. 

Tentative i(ttemationalisation (1957-69) 
Irish participa\ion in the United Nations was still a novelty in 1957, 
the main lines' of policy emerging in only the most general terms 
before Frank Aiken was appointed Minister for External Affairs in 
March 1957. 1 His predecessor, Liam Cosgrave, had enunciated three 
basic principles: support for the position and authority of the UN 
itself, on the grounds that a 'rule oflaw' was necessary for weak states; 
independence of concerted bloc voting in the Assembly; and support 
for those states upholding the values of the' free world'. 

There was something for everyone here. but the new government 
contJOversialiy -emphasised the Second principle, especially when the 
Irish delegation at the General Assembly voted to discuss the question 
of Chinese representation in that body. Thus in the autumn of 1957 
Ireland had already acquired the identity of an 'activist' small state 
and, given the policy of military neutrality, as manifested in the refusal 
to join NATO in 1949, some observers referred to Ireland's position at 
this period as I neutralist'. There was a lasting general impact on Irish 
attitudes towards world affairs. The novelty and visibility of these 
positions in the late fifties came to represent a golden age of Irish 
foreign policy in which a myth of courageous independence would 
serve as a yardstick against which subsequent Irish positions were to be 
measured. 

In. retrospect we can see that this yardstick was a superficial one, 
and the characterisation of Irish policy as neutralist was not wholly 
accurate. Supporting the United Nations itself was to support a body 
which at that time was still fundamentally pro-Western in its 
orientatiolL Irish activism within the General Assembly did not 
threaten that orientation, and in the sixties it became less evident One 
explanation is that in response to dependence on the United States as a 
source of direct foreign investment the Irish government felt less 
inclined to take diplomatic positions critical of that country.2 At the 
same time, with the prospect ofEEC membership, there was a greater 
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sensitiVlty to the assumed susceptibilities of our new European 
partner. These suggestions of a deliberate change in the emphasis of 
policy by the Irish government are plausible up to a point certainly in 
the later sixties the deafening silence on the part of the government 
over one of the major global issues of that period, the Vietnam War, 
cast a pall over the image of Irish independence in the General 
Assembly.3 

But there is also substance to the official line that it was not that 
Irish policy changed, rather that the international system, and the 
nature of the United Nations in particular, changed significantly 
during the sixties. The polarisation of Cold War politics weakened 
and questions of decolonisation became less those of political st:'tus 
(with which Ireland could sympathise totally) than questions of 
economic equity (in which Ireland's position as a rapidly 
industrialising western economy was much more equivoca~. The 
General Assembly grew from 81 members in December 1957, in 
which a pre>-Western majority prevailed, to 136 in December 1969, in 
which the Afre>-Asian voting predominance was the central diplomatic 
reality. In effect, Ireland started the decade at the liberal end of the 
diplomatic spectrum modelling herself on other European neutrals 
such as Sweden, and ended the decade - still with a voting pattern 
very close to that of Sweden - in the centre of a spectrum in which the 
avant garde of diplomatic radicalism was to be found in the economic 
and political demands of the Third World. 

Nevertheless. given these qualifications, three persistent themes 
could be seen in Irish policy on global issues. First, there was a concern 
with decolonisation questions, albeit with moderate and gradualist 
responses, consistently eschewing the ever more popular demands for 
significant economic pressures on the colonial powers (mainly in 
Southern Africa) and for the Non-Aligned Movement's commitment 
to support for the use of force in national liberation. A second 
continuing interest was disarmament, the high point being the 
adoption in 1961 of an Irish draft resolution on nuclear nonprolifera
tion - the fIrst formal stage leading to the Non-Proliferatio~'Trcaty of 
1968. Policy on both decolonisation and disarmament was mainly 
declaratory, but in the third sort of activity, peace-keeping; more""as 
demanded. Ireland entered the UN at a time when there was a novel 
demand for 'middle powers' to perform the type of peacekeeping rol~' '. 
which evolved after the Suez Crisis of 1956. The state's first large
scale participation was in the Congo between 1960 and 1964, an 
experience which brought home the costs, both human and materiaL 
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of being involved in international politics beyond the level of 
declaratory poliey. Neverthel~s~ the commitment to this type of 
activity persisted both in the Cyprus force from 1964 and in an 

. ultimately unsuccessful attempt to resolve the central political issue of 

. peacekeepiug which, like so many central political issues, was 
~xpressed in financial terms. 

·Foreign policy in the United Nations context through the fifties and 
sixtie'~was in the most literal sense of the term a question of' external 
affairs'. The declaratory nature of most of these activities made few 
demands oh, the exchequer or on sectional interests, and there were 
few votes to· be gained by trying to relate global concerns to a 
constituency-oriented electoral system. There was remarkable 
ministerial continuity in the person of Frank Aiken: never an 
enthusiastic parliamentary performer, his commitment to the General 
Assembly rather than to the Dail did not escape notice. As a very 
senior member of his party, he held External Affairs almost as his 
personal fief One general consequence of his department's close 
association with United Nations policies. to the near exclusion of 
other aeeas of Ireland's external' relations. was that it remained a very 
small department on the outer margins of a rapidly developing 
administrative system. 

The Minister for External Affairs' predilection for global politics 
should not be allowed to obscure the important developments 
occurring at the regional level. Up to 1957 Ireland had only one foot 
rather gingerly placed on the path towards European integration. 4 A 
founder member of the Organisation for European Economic Co
operation (OEEC) and of the Council of Europe, she had nonetheless 
refused to join the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) in 
1949 and, more significantly. was not a member of the vanguard of 
European integration, the six states which had formed the Coal and 
Steel Community in the early fifties. It was the latter group's move to 
creaq: a European Economic Community which opened up the 
options for Ireland's economic foreign policy in 1956 and 1957; in 
response to this project. the other west European states, under the 
leadership of the United Kingdom, tried to create a comprehensive 
free trade arTangment for all the west European states - the Maudling 
Plan. This attempt to restructure Ireland's immediate external 
economic environment coincided with the advent of the Fianna F~il 
Government early in 1957, and with the change of attitudes within the 
Department of Finance towards the role of government in the 
economy - the 'Whitaker revolution' . 
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Initially, the government's preferred outcome was participation in a 
comprehensive buc rather loosely organised free trading arrangement 
with special consideration for agricultural produce and with a very 
long transitional period for the weaker economies. This minimalist 
strategy, however, ran against the mainstream of the free trade 
negotiations; when Maudling's comprehensive arrangements collapsed 
and were replaced by the more restricted European Free Trade 
Association (EFTA) in 1959, Ireland found herself in a position of 
isolation. The options were reconsidered in the subsequent eighteen 
months and by the summer of 1961, full membership of the EEC, 
with its potential for agriculture, became the main goal of government 
policy. This choice was seen primarily in economic terms; a1thotlgh 
the EEe's political aspirations were quite marked and were in general 
paid more attention in the early sixties than they were to be ten years 
later, Se~n Lemass managed to play down the difficulties which would 
arise in terms of sovereignty and neutrality. The latter issue was raised 
during 1962, but no clear lines were drawn as to what pressures it 
might face within the EEC and President de Gaulle's rejection of 
British membership early in 1963 made it an academic question. 
Between 1963 and 1969 membership of the EEC remained a primary 
objective but the political consequences were not discussed 
extensively. 

One consequence of this sequence of events was that Ireland' s 
European policy was 'internalised', rather than being seen as a matter 
o( foreign policy as such. The diplomatic aspects - the negotiation of 
inter-state agreements - were thwarted; 'Europe' remained an internal 
debate between sectional interests and the government about 
hypothetical options. The political costs, in terms of constitutional 
questions or neutrality, were not teased out. Substantive policies in the 
major economic sectors were redirected through broader networks 
(the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade and the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development), or through the bilateral 
regime which emerged in the form of the Anglo-Irish. Free Trade 
Agreement of 1965. Actual economic interactions with ili.e outside 
world were also mediated, with a high degree of autonomy, by semi
state bodies, in particular the Industrial Development Authority. The 
Minister for External Affairs took very little interest in all of t h(s; 
the authority of Sean Lemass on such matters rested not merely on hI. 
position as Taoiseach. but on his reputation as economic innovator. "". 
Thus the administrative consequences of not getting into the EEe the 
first time around can be seen in the tentative intemationalisation of 
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~~me of the major home dep':'tments (Finance, Agriculture, Industry 
& Commerce) and in the role of the head of the home civil service, 
br. Whitaker, as a major diplomatic actor with regard to economic 
foreign policy. 

" With the novelty of UN membership and the potential novelty of 
the EEC it is easy to lose sight of Anglo-Irish relations during the late 
6fties.. Up to 1949 this bilateral relationship had been the alpha and 
omega ,of Irish foreign policy; it was reflected in constitutional issues 
and the'dispute over partition, and could be seen in the government's 
attempt to '!laintain a proper distance from the great power politics of 
imperial Britai!, - especially marked in the support for Irish neutrality. 
To some extent participation in international organisations offered 
Ireland escape routes from the constraints of this unbalanced bilateral 
relationship. UN policy could be seen as a manifestation of 
psychological independence, and Europe as a possible means of 
reduced material dependence. but neither escape route could be 
anything more than a temporary and partial relief. 

Anglo-Irish relations through the late fifties and sixties took two 
main forms. Dublin was on th~ defensive with regard to partition so 
long as the IRA took it lIpon themselves to lead the pace in the border 
campaign of the mid-fifties. Eamon de Valera not only took firm 
action against the IRA on his return to office in 1957; he set his face 
against trying to internationalise the Northern Ireland problem, in 
spite of demands to take partition to the United Nations. From the 
moment he became Taoiseach in 1959 Sem Lemass showed his 
intention of defusing the symbols of antagonism and of seeing 
~euni£ication as a matter of gradual economic convergence, on the 
assumption that this would eventually transform traditional attitudes 
which had prevented reconciliation between nationalists and unionists. 
This policy could best be seen in the meeting between Lemass and 
Captain Terence O'Neill in 1965, with its follow-through in the form 
of th& committee to consider revision of the Constitution. 

The economic theme was also seen in the creation of the Anglo
Irish Free Trade Agreement in 1965, at that time regarded as an 
interim context for increasing industrial free trade with a view to 

eventual EEC membership. But this agreement followed previous 
bilateral economic negotiations in excluding any special consideration 
for the problems of Irish agriculture, and thus illustrated what had 
,always been the essential weakness of Ireland's negotiating stance in 
this bilateral framework. 

Anglo-Irish relations, like European policy, were also 'internalised' 
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to a large extent during this period. The strictly diplomatic aspects 
were not often visible; Lemass saw Stormont rather than Whitehall as 
his stage and the Anglo-Irish Free Trade Agreement was generally 
presented as a matter of 'low poHtics', with economic rather than 
political consequences. By this time London had placed Dublin in a 
peculiar diplomatic limbo, in which Anglo-Irish relations were treated 
together with those of Commonwealth states, in spite of the fact that 
Ireland since 1949 had no longer been a member of that body. A 
British Ambassador, recalling that period, referred to the 'Isle of 
Wight syndrome' - a habit of mind which induces a tendency to 
'forget entirely that Ireland is independent'.5 The tradition was also 
firmly established in Dublin that the North was 'Taoiseach's busin"'s', 
and all those concerned, from de Valera to Lynch by way of Lernass, 
encouraged a low profile on partition. The major administrative 
consequence was that there seemed to be no administrative 
consequence. Policy innovations took the form of a series of ad hoc 
measures involving relatively few individuals, particularly Lemass 
himself and Dr. Whitaker, while substantive measures 'were merely ' 
dimensions of the normal activity of the major home departments. 
There was no particular administrative unit with the responsibility 'for 
looking North', a deficiency of Whitehall also, which had the 
unhappy consequence that when the political stability of Northern 
Ireland collapsed both administrations had to improvise from scratch. 

1969 and All That: the development of 'Intensive Multi
lateralism' 
The patterns of policy responses and processes were to be altered quite 
significantly by external developments occurring in 1969. Globally, 
the general trend towards EasvWest detente was a favourable 
background for innovation at the regional and bilateral levels; in 
particular the relative 'demilitarisation' of international politics in 
western Europe was to permit a studied vagueness about Irish 
neutrality. Regionally, the resignation of President de G~ulle in 1969 
allowed a new French government to reopen the door to e~argement 
of the EEe. Bilaterally, increasing instability ·in Northern Ireland led 
to the direct involvement of the Dublin and London governmel)ts in 
Northern affairs in August 1969. Of these developments, the opening 
of the European door was to represent the central element in Irish 
foreign policy for the following decade, first during entry negotiations ' " 
(1970-72), and then in the experience of membership. 

Membership of the EEe represented a qualitative change in the. 
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way m which Ireland inte~acted with the world. In general, 
interdependence between industrialising states demonstrates the 
connections between internal and external influences; negotiating in a 
diplomatic coalition like the EEC makes it impossible to distinguish 

. clearly between foreign and domestic policies. The context of policy 
"'Covered in the international framework is broad. and this is not the 

p)ace to assess the European dimension of the major sectoral policies. 6 

Howe~er, one consequence of European involvement deserves a brief 
comment. The first major energy-induced economic recession of the 
seventies, ',associated with the October 1973 Middle East War, 
coincided With Irish accession and some of the damage caused was 
mitigated by the beneficial effects of the transitional stage of EEC 
membership. 

The process of policy-making has been considerably affected, 
involving most home departments and their respective constituents, 
and sectional interests in the Brussels system. This raises important 
questions, particularly at parliamentary level. which is in any case 
generally assumed to be lagging behind the needs of policy-making in 
an industrialised society. It also raises questions about the traditional 
role of diplomacy as the centralised expression of the state's interests 
with regard to the external environment. Insofar as membership of the 
Community both intemationalises interests and fragments them within 
national societies, it can threaten to circumvent the function of the 
orthodox diplomat. 

Nevertheless, it can be seen in a general sense that EEC 
membership implies an important role for national diplomacy. There 
is an underlying need for coherence in overall political strategy and a 
need for co-ordination of the activities of the major agencies of the 
central administration. In response to these needs Irish governments 
have varied their approach between two broad strategies. The first is 
the ·Communautaire' emphasis; based on the assumption that the state 
is in the long term a net beneficiary of EEC membership and that a 
dom~stic consensus recognises this . it sees advantages for weak 
member-states of adherence to the 'rules of the game'. This approach, 
coloured by a fair measure of integrationist rhetoric, was the 
predominant strategy during Garret FitzGerald's term of office as 
Minister for Foreign Affairs between 1973 and 1977. 

An alternative approach - or, more accurately, a persistent 
temptation - places more stress on immediate national advantage. It 
assumes that Community policy-making is not necessarily evolving 
along integrationist lines, that short term conflicts demand a dismissive 
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attitude towards the 'rules of the game', and that the inter
governmental policy-making process is fair game for electoral or party 
political manipulation. The domestic consensus on membership may 
reflect dissillusionment with the actual performance of the 
Community. which could partly account for a readiness to resort to 
this 'green gaullism' towards the later seventies. The Community was 
undergoing increasing difficulties. and when (he second major 
recession began in 1979 its effects could not be mitigated by the once
off measures of the transitional stages of membership. Even before this 
several important aspects of Ireland's participation in EEC policy
making reflect this approach. Although Dr. FitzGerald encouraged a 
gradual move towards majority voting in the Council of MinistellS, as 
early as 1974 his government did not hesitate to threaten a veto, nor 
did his or succeeding governments show in the manner of their 
nomination of Commissioners that they were placing European 
considerations above those of party. Though not reflecting the 
principled minimalism of Denmark or the unprincipled obstruction of 
the United Kingdom or France, Irish attitudes towards European 
integration did become less enthusiastic with the experiences of 
membership. 

This ambivalent diplomatic stance has also been reflected in 
uncertainties about administrative co-ordination. The Devlin Report 
of 1969 may generally be regarded as the base line for administrative 
reform, but as it gave little guidance as to how the national 
administration might be expected to fit into the Brussels network the 
question of co-ordination has remained open. The major economic 
departments - Finance through its overall budget control, or 
Agriculture (given that the Common Agricultural Policy is a world of 
its own) - often seem either to go [heir own way or [Q exert their own 
measure of co· ordination. The Department of Foreign Affairs, 
through its supervision of negotiating structures such as the Permanent 
Representation in Brussels, and with its tradition of negotiating skills. 
has at least a foot in the door of policy co-ordinatipn. With the 
tendency to regular summit diplomacy, institutionalised in the 
European Council from 1975 onwards, the contribution of the 
Department of the Taoiseach has become more obvious. Where then 
is the regular focus of administrative co· ordination conc~rll;ing 
Ireland' s parricipation in the EEC? Arguably, it all depends on the 
issue, and perhaps on the particular emphasis given to his role by th~·' . 
Taoiseach of the day. In any event, the supervision of the state's ' 
external relations in the seventies is a far cry from the simple '. .. 
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Umas,.,' Aiken division oflabour in the sixties. 

The way in which global diplomatic issues were now approached 
within the regional network - the process of Europea;; Political Co
operation (EPC) - went largely unnoticed throughout the seventies. 

" This co~sultat:ion between foreign ministries with a view to taking 
'concerted ~ction where consensus prevailed, evolved slowly outside 

the normal Community framework and with limited effects on the 
foreign policies of individual member states.7 EPC first acquired 
significance at the Conference on Security and Co-operation in 
Europe (CSCE). which ' culminated in the Helsinki Agreements of 
1975, Solidarity was also evident on the political aspects of 
Mediterranean policy and particularly on the • southern enlargement' 
of the Community, and by the late seventies there was solidarity on 
the perennial problems of the Middle East, While voting within the 
UN General Assembly reflected this solidarity it also reflected its 
limitations and a member-state like Ireland could maintain its 
traditional stances in General Assembly politics, In particular, the Irish 
position on decolonisation and disarmament was only marginally 
influenced by EPC disarmament especially is an issue in which there 
is little. agreement between die member-states. Moreover. Ireland 
proved to be acceptable as a peacekeeping state, with the continuing 
involvement in Cyprus and subsequently in the Lebanon. 

Participation in EPC has had important effeclS on the expansion of 
the state's diplomatic machinery, Within the Department of Foreign 
Affairs itself it has necessitated the creation of a Political Division 
with. for the frrst time, a degree of geographical and issue-orientated 
specialisation.8 Overseas representation also expanded in response to 
the exigencies of EPC though compared with other smaller member
states Irish diplomatic representation overseas is still very thin.9 

Most of this passed unnoticed by political elites and interests within 
Ireland. In 1981, however. suggestions in some other member-states 
that EPC might be expanded to include military security. caused 
appr~ension about Irish participation. In particular, it was held that 
this would impinge on Ireland's unique neutrality and in the autumn 
of 1981 Irish diplomats succeeded in maintaining recognition of the 
principle that EPC was to cover only the' political aspects of security', 
such as disarmament and confidence-building measures in the 
CSCE.'o 

Another new area of foreign policy during the last ten years has 
been development co-operation. usually referred to as . aid', in the 
sixties. This was a feature of international relations long before Ireland 
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joined the EEC, but her contribution had then been largely a matter 
for non-governmental organisations, and in particular for missionary 
orders - an exception proving the rule being the participation of the 
institute of Public Administration in offering training courses to 
Zambian officials in the mid-sixties. Membership of the EEC gave this 
policy area a considerable boost; it was widely argued that Ireland 
should at least try to approach the level of official development aid 
given by other member-states. Policy development was gradual, from 
the creation of the Agency for Personal Service Overseas (APSO) in 
1974, through the establishment of an Advisory Committee on 
Development Co-oyeration in 1979, and the creation of a joint 
committee of the Dail and Se.nad in 1982. ~ 

Meanwhile, multilateral and bilateral official aid policies and 
contributions were developed and particular recipient states were 
identified. However, repeated demands that all these activities should 
be integrated within a comprehensive policy framework have not yet 
been met. Development co-operation is significant as being an 
extension of pro-Third World declaratory policy into a type of activiey 
with visible f1l1aneial and potential political costs. This has brought it 
into the policy-making arena in a more structured way than many 
other foreign policy issues; budgetary targets and limitations, regular 
lobbying structures and processes and even electoral promises have 
been in evidence since the mid-seventies. But there are signs that 
development co-operation has reached a plateau of achievement 
beyond which it will become increasingly difficult to move. Budgetary 
contributions have been vulnerable to increasing economic pressures, 
while the abiliey of governments to implement their initial 
commitments has been doubtful. 11 

Bilateralism: Anglo-Irish relations and the North (1969-82) 
1969 was a turning point in Anglo-Irish relations, with the brealo
down of the provincial political system based on Stormont bringing 
conflict within the North onto the diplomatic level be~een Dublin 
and London. The participation of both sovereign governm~nts in the 
EEC, though not leading to any significant ameliorative acti'on, has at 
least had the effect of moderating the extent of bilateral antagol1ism. 
One accommodation to this difficult situation, for example. has beJ!n 
the deliberate insulation of European matters from bilateral.,matters. ~s. 
occurs within EPC where the dispute has been a taboo subject. EEC '. 
membership also moderates Anglo-Irish relations by p.recluding the . 
imposition of formal sanctions by either side, and in allowing for a 
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small measure of co-operation in border areas. 
The major developments in tAnglo-lrish relations since 1969 have 

been eventful and cannot readily be encompassed here. 12 There have 
" been very low points. particularly the period between the imposition 
, . ... of internment in Northern Ireland in 1971 and the burning of the 

',British Embassy in Dublin at the beginning of1972. There have been 
hig~ points. such as the attempt to reach a long-term solution through 
power sharing and a modest Council of Ireland. as proposed in the , 
Sunningdale Agreements in 1973. The greater part of the process 
however. has been characterised by stalemate within the North and 
between Du~\in and London. though there has also been an awareness 
by both governments of a common long-term security interest in 
rescuing the dispute from the politics of the last atrocity. 

Anglo-Irish relations in the seventies, in contrast to those of the 
sixties, have been 'externalised', and have thereby emerged much 
more clearly in the context of foreign policy. The diplomatic issues 
have often been visible. both on a day-to-day basis. with repeated 
security incidents, and in the attempts to find long-term solutions. The 
diplomatic processes have also been visible in the quest for support 
from third parties. especially the' United States and the EEC member
states. and in bilateral interactions at all levels. A tendency to hold 
summit meetings at critical stages was rationalised in 1980 with the 
establishment of regular Anglo-Irish Intergovernmental Council 
meetings between the heads of the governments. supplemented by 
ministerial and official meetings. 

Anglo-Irish relations have also been more evident in terms of 
administrative structures. At its most obvious this is seen within a 
specialised unit in the Department of Foreign Affairs. but it has been 
noticeable that the Department of the Taoiseach has been closely (and 
sometimes controversially) involved. The sensitive nature of Anglo
Irish relations and the attention of the media have also served to 
politicise the activities of some senior officials to a degree unusual in 
Irish "administrative tradition. Ambassadors and diplomats in 
significant missions, such as Washington, have occasionally found 
themselves to be the target of political criticism from within their own 
governments. . 

Anglo-Irish relations have also become increasingly politicised at 
the parliamentary level. At the beginning of the seventies differences 
in approach were by and large contained within the parties. the most 
obvious strain being seen in Fianna Fail during the Arms Crisis of 
1970. The Coalition government between 1973 and 1977 at least 
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started to think aloud about the wider ramifications of Northern 
policy, but with the collapse of the Sunningdale Agreement in 1974 
attitudes towards Irish unity were subsumed under the heading of'law 
and order' or 'security policy'. In 1981 an uneasy bipartisanship over 
Northern Ireland became more difficult to sustain, and basic 
diff~rences emerged between the major parties. The North was not a 
eritical electoral issue, but the divergence between Fine Gael's long
term comprehensive approach, seen in Garret FitzGerald's 
'constitutional crusade' in 1981, contrasted with Fianna Fail's claims of 
an imminent deal with wndon, leading to a 'final solution.' 

Irish foreign policy on the defensive (1979-82) • 
1979 saw the onset of serious economic recession, out of which the 
industrialised world has yet to move. EasVWest relations deteriorated 
significantly; d~tente had lost impetus and credibility, uncertainties 
about strategic doctrines were increasing. and the Soviet intervention 
in Afghanistan at the end of the year served only as a catalyst for new 
perceptions of diplomatic instability. Regional responses to these 
pressures have tended to put Ireland on the defensive diplomatically. 
With regard to economic issues, this defensiveness was seen in the 
general failure of the EEC to cope with recession and, in particular, in 
the increasing onslaught against the Common Agricultural Policy 
the corner stone ofIreland's material benefits from membership. With 
regard to diplomatic issues, the suggestions that the Community was 
an appropriate vehicle for new secur~ty measures raised questions 
about Ireland's military neutrality. Bilateral relations remained 
confused. Charles Haughey's emphasis on inter-governmental 
processes and 'solutions' reached their apotheosis in his summit 
meeting with Margaret Thatcher in December 1980, but inflated 
expectations were dashed by mutual recriminations over the hunger 
strikes in Northern Ireland in the summer of 1981, and the apparent 
irrelevance of the Anglo-Irish process with regard to the question of 
reunification. . 

Against this background of deteriorating external ci;cumstances, 
and of governmental and electoral instability at home, the~e was an 
international crisis in the spring of 1982 which demonstrated the 
unpredictability and complexity of international politics, actUal "lid 
potential connections between what were generally regarded as 
separate issues, and the narow limits on [reland's room to manoeuvre. ' -, 
The Falkland Islands crisis was a further instance of a disturbing 
readiness to resort to force. The initial solidarity within the framework 
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of.' EPC was transformed by the dissent of Ireland and Italy - the 
former on the ground that support for Britain's attempt to regain 
control of the islands by military means was inconsistent with the 

~".. maintenance of Irish neutrality. 'It remains to be seen whether EPC in 
, -general has reached its limits in this particular unexpected test, but it 

"does seem that Irish neutrality has become a more visible and 
potentially contentious issue between the EEe member-states. The 
crisis a150 demonstrated the complex linkages between disparate 
econorrlic and political considerations within the Community, 
particularly in the way in which British tactical obstruction of the 
annual farm''Rrice review was overriden by a majority vote of the 
Council of Ministers, causing a constitutional crisis within the 
Community political system, with mixed implications for a small 
countty like Ireland. More immediately, the Falkland Islands crisis 
threw Anglo-Irish relations into disarray and neutrality became a 
divisive matter not merely between Dublin and London but between 
nationalist and unionist elites within Northern Ireland. A wholly 
unforeseen and in some respects anachronistic and distant crisis had 
served to place Ireland in a 'position of vulnerability within its 
immediate diplomatic environment. 

Conclusions 
During the last twenty-five years Ireland's involvement with the 
outside world has changed quite dramatically. In 1957 the state had 
diplomatic relations with twenty other countries; by 1982 the number 
had risen to fifty seven. The itentative internationalisation' of the late 
fifties and sixties has been replaced by the continuous and intensive 
multilateral negotiations characterisic of industrialised west European 
states, particularly sttuctured within the European Community. The 
complexity and significance of the state's external relations are amply 
illustrated by the multi-faceted crisis in the spring of1982. 

Whatever the consequences of this sequence of events, it raises the 
quest1~n of the way in which our political system responds to this type 
of external stimulus. One remarkable feature throughout the last 
quarter century is that in spite of the significant transformations des
cribed above parliamentary structures and procedures have seemed to 
carryon as if very little new had occurred. The one institutional inno
vation, the Joint Committee of the D~il and Seanad to review the 
secondary legislation of the European Communities, serves to 
emphasise the lack of any serious attempt to equip our parliamentary 
institutions for dealing . with foreign affairs in general. The Joint 
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Committee has problems enough in its own field - it was unable to 
meet for twelve months in 1981/82 - but much, including European 
Political Co-operation. lies outside its competence. There has been no 
serious attempt to bring parliamentary politics into the formulation of 
policy towards Northern Ireland and in the endless struggle for limited 
parliamentary time foreign policy issues fight a losing battle against the 
tidal wave of constituency business. There are signs that the new 
generation of party activists arc more aware of external pressures than 
their predecessors but they too come up against the local orientation of 
Irish party politics. 

The administration, by virtue of its direct involvement in intensive 
multilateralism, has had to do better than that but whether it do .. s as 
well as it might remains an open question. In general the layperson is 
left with the uneasy impression that the relatively informal patterns of 
policy-making which eventually coped with the transitional stages of 
EEC membership and with the settled routine of the late seventies 
may be over-stretched in circumstances of persistent instability. Other 
small member-states have responded to similar problems with a more 
self-consciously structured and tightly controlled approach to policy
making. Even allowing for differences in political culture and 
administrative tradition, there may be important lessons to learn. 13 

Self-examination, however, is ultimately the responsibility of political 
leadership. 
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congratulates the Institute of Public 
Administration on its Silver Jubilee. 

The fledgling Institute of the late 50's and 
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public affairs and in the development of 
staff organisations to meet the changing 
needs of the Public Service has been 
munense. 

, 
The Council extends its best wishes to the 
Institute for its continuing success in'these 
challenging times. ", 
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The Physical Environment 

FRANK CONVERY 

It is convenient to divide actions which influence environmental 
quality into those which involve major direct investment by the state 
and those where the private sector is predominant This can be highly 
simplistic as the influence of government - through taxes, subsidies 
and regulations - is pervasive, and in some sectors such as housing and 
factory construction both the state and the private sector are major 
investors. My purpose is to provide the reader with a qualitative sense 
of some major actions and trends affecting the quality of Ireland's 
physical environment since 1957. Where it is germane, some aspects of 
the economic development are touched on. 

Direct state investment and envirop.menta1 quality 
Before the second world war, the only Ipajor impact made by the state 
on the environment was through the Electricity Supply Board's hydro
electric projects on the Shannon. In 1945, the passage of the Turf 
Development Ac~ the Minerals Act, the Forestry Act and the Arterial 
Drainage Act presaged a much more· active state role in resource 
development By the mid 1950s these legislative initiatives were 
beginning to find expression in action on the ground and they reached 
full flower in the 1960s. Table 1 shows the areas inv,olved in state 
afforestation, arterial drainage and turf development proj'<,cts in 1957 
and then in 1980. Together, they comprise 8.9 per cent of the state's 
total land area. . 

Relatively quickly, therefore, the state . bas made a significant 
direct impact on the physical environment through the medium 'of 
resource development. " " 

State forestry 
The state afforestation programme has concentrated on upland areas 
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Table 1: Total area of state forest, arterial drainage and bog 
development by Bard na Mona, 1957 and 1980 (000. acre.) 

State forest Anerial Bog area 
are. drainage" in production Total 

1957' 286 211 49 546 

1982' 825 573 116 1514 

1957-82 539 362 67 968 

• Area drained under provisions of the Arterial Drainage Act. 1945. .. 

b Or closest year for which data are available. 

eThete are in addition 69,000 acres which are being developed for future 
production under the provisions of the Third World Development 
Programme. 

Source: Forest and Wildlife Service, Office of Public Works 
and Bord na Mona. 

unsuitable for agriculture. On such sites, coniferous species native to 
North America - mainly Sitka Spruce and Lodgepole Pine - have 
been planted. In recent years much of this planting has taken place on 
peadands in Western counties (Map I). The Forest and Wildlife 
Service is now the biggest landowner iq the state. Young forests are a 
pe'rvasive feature of the rural landscape and economic. social and 
enVironmental consequences follow from the creation of this resource. 

The state forestry capital stock was conservatively estimated in 1977 
to be worth 0.75 million (adjusted to 1982£) and to be capable Qf' 
yielding a real rate of return on investment in the range of2-4 per cetit 
·(Convery 1979). Achievement of this return depends on advances in 
forest product development and marketing. which are parsimoniously 
funded at present In addition, major institutional changes are 
required: the timber management functions of the Forest and, Wildlife 
Service are run with civil service administrative procedures and need 
to be organised in a commercial business-oriented manner. -'. 

If these changes take place. the outlook is exciting. Wood output~s 
expected to increase from 0.317 million cubic metres (M') in 1979 to' 
1.623 million M3 in 1990 and 3.026 million M3 in the year 200. Ireland "
will progress from being a major timber importer to being self-sufficie(1t 
for wood and possibly becoming an exporter. Forest-based employment 
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should increase from 6.300 in 1981 to 8.800 in the year 2000, Most of 
this employment will be provided in rural areas, The net returns of the 
forestry programme to the Exchequer should be positive within 15 
'Years and increase to about £20 million (adjusted to 1980£) annually to 
'!)te year 2000, While the potential contribution of state forestry in the 
ec'o(1omic and social domain is positive. what impact has it had on the 
physic.al-environment? 

The 'lnost obvious change has been in the upland landscape. Some 
have seen this as adding a vertical dimension and variety of colour to 
a stark and b~rren landscape while to others it is an unimaginative 
intrusion into harmonious and familiar vistas. 

The expanses of even-aged. single species forests provide a 
homogenous habitat which cannot sustain the variety and quantity of 
wildlife maintained by a forest comprised of different species and ages, 
By providing cover and shelter. even this can help to sustain particular 
species. for example. the pine marten. although particular forms of 
heath and heather-loving bird life can be adversely affected. 

Forests have a high rate of evapo-transpiration - they pump large 
volumes of water into the atmosphere. As a result. the flow in water
courses in highly afforested areas is reduced after afforestatiolL In 
heavily populated areas with relatively low rainfall such as the South 
of England, this can be a significant cost, since additional water storage 
capacity must be installed in order to compensate for the reduction in. 
flow-rate. In areas with surplus water and therefore flooding 
problems. the reduction of the run-off rate is a benefit Unfortunately. 
although this is an impact of some potential significance in Ireland. 
there is no empirical basis on which to judge its magnitude or 
implications. To complicate matters further. because of the convention 
of ploughing up and down the hillside to facilitate drainage during 
planting. the initial effect of afforestation can be to increase and to 
concc;.,ntrate water run-off 

Extensive outdoor recreation - hill-walking. orienteering. hiking
has been encouraged and facilitated by the large areas acquired by the 
state for afforestation in upland areas. From 1970. the forem have 
been open to the public. and this comprises a major benefit of the 
forest investment 

While the bulk of afforestation has taken place on previously treeless 
areas, some has involved the prior clearance of existing I scrub' 
woodland. This has given rise to conflict. especially when the 
woodland in question was one of the few remaining areas of' semi-
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natural' native forest However, over the past decade. and particularly 
since passage of the Wildlife Act in 1977, the Forest and Wildlife 
Service has been careful to protect the remainder of such areas under 
its control. Conflict between development and conservation still 
occurs in relation to undisturbed natural areas such as 'virgin' raised 
and blanket bogs. Organisations with a development ethos find it 
difficult to recognise the value of maintaining the integrity of a 
particular eco-type. 

Most countries have developed a system of National Parks to 
protect areas of unique ecological interest and distinction and/or 
beauty. The Forest and Wildlife Service perform some of Ibese 
fUnctions in Ireland and a unit in the National Parks and Monuments 
Branch of the Office of Public Works is also developing a role in this 
area. The National Heritage Bill, introduced in the Senate on July 1st, 
1982, proposes the designation of areas in Killarney, Connemara, 
Donegal and the Burren as National Parks to be adminisrered by a 
newly established National Heritage Council. The Council is t6 
amalgamate functions at present carried out by the National Parks and 
Monuments Branch of the Office of Public W orks, the National 
Museum and other parts of the Civil Service. 

Arterial drainage 
Because of the saucer-shaped physiography of Ireland. rivers flow 
slowly through poor channels, so that; much of the land suffers from 
periodic or prolonged flood damage. Arterial drainage consists of 
deepening and widening river channels so as to remove surplus water 
and reduce the level of the water-table. 

The capital cost of arterial drainage is born entirely by the 
Exchequer, and projects are carried out by the Office of Public Worlo. 
Maintenance of schemes is charged to the county, so that the 
benefitting landowners bear none of the costs directly. 

The Office of Public Works initiates proposals on the basis of a 
priority list developed pursuant to the passage of the Arterh,l Drainage 
Act 1945. Since 1945, thirty-four schemes have been completed. and 
three are in progress. Over 600,000 acres will have been influenced by 
drainage when those schemes are complete (compared with a total "fea 
of 450,000 acres drained under provisions of the Acts of 1842, 181i\ 
'and 1925). The regional distribution of farm-land affected is shown in ". 
Map 2. Almost all the arterial drainage investment has been made . 
above a line joining Dublin and Killarney, with the Midlands, Galway \ 
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and Mayo being especially favoured. The state has spent £238 million 
(adjusted to 1980£) on the construction of arterial drainage schemes 
since the first post-War project was started in 1948. It is difficult to 
calculate the financial returns on this investment Formal project 
appraisal was initiated by the Office of Public Works in 1970 but these 
analyses apply only to schemes initiated during the past decade, and 
returns are estimated using assumed productivities, outputs and prices 
which have not been validated on the basis of ex po" analysis. It seems 
likely that the drainage schemes undertaken first - beginning with the 
River Brosna in 1948 - have yielded a substantial net financial return, 
but that diminishing returns have now set in. Some current and 
prospective arterial drainage projects will probably not gen~rate 
sufficient additional net farm-income to cover the survey, construction 
and maintenance costs. 

Arterial drainage affects water supply, fisherie~ wildlife and 
amenities, and has aesthetic implications. With regard to water supply, 
the most serious problems arise when single purpose arterial drainage 
schemes utilise narural lakes to alleviate flooding. These can 
significantly reduce the amount of water available to augment low 
river £lows and to support increased abstractions. 

With regard to fisheries, while in some instances, e.g. the Bunree 
River, recovery after drainage is excellent, in otherSy e. g. the 
Blackwater tributaries, re-establishement fails to take place. The 
balance of experience with regard to sustained recovery of native 
fishery stocks is negative, partly because the channels have to be 
scoured periodically to maintain the effectiveness of the drainage, and 
this can impede recovery of the fishery. 
, Ireland is important for wildfowl for which it is a relatively 
temperau wintering area at the end of migratory flyways from 
Greenland, Iceland, Scotland, Scandinavia, Central Europe and 
Western Russia. The reduction in wetland areas is concentrating the 
wildfowl into increasingly fewer areas, where they are coming under 
pressure both from hunters and shortage of food. ' 

Rivers in their natural state are aesthetically superior to' the canal
like symmetry and reduced vegetation level associated with al;.terial 
drainage channels. Conversely, the appearance and vitaliry of .w~ll
drained land which enjoys high standards ofhusband.ry is also pleasing; 
it is argued that it boosts the morale of a community to see such land ''\ 
being' created'. - . 

249 

"\ .. 



'. 

Unequal Achievement , 

Tu'rj development 
Up to 1973, Bord na Mona peat production had to be subvented in the 
form of a price subsidy from the ESB; electricity generated from peat 
'}Vas significantly 1D0re expensive than that provided by burning oil. 

''Bristow and Fell (1971) estimated that the subsidy from electricity 
customers for peat-fired electricity in the financial year 1968/69 came 
to £2.976 million, or £14.27 million in 1981£. There were substantial 
social benefits provided in exchange for this subsidy including the 
provision of employment in the relatively economically deprived 
Midlands, b'a!,mce of payments savings, and a buffer against the 
adverse price effects of the.post 1974 energy situation. Since 1974, 
peat-fired electricity has been more than competitive with oil-fired. 
Peat briquettes and sod peat (machine) are supplied by Bord na Mona 
to the wholesale and retail fuel markets. The price is controlled by the 
government at such a level that non-price rationing must be resorted 
to in allocating supplies. This new price and energy supply situation 
has led to the authorisation of a major peat development programme 
involving the exploitation of peat deposits which had previously been 
too costly to develop. 

It is clear that peat development confers substantial net benefits: it 
provides energy at a price which is competitive with imports; it 
provides employment and generates income in economically deprived 
areas; it helps the balance of payments and is of some national strategic 
value. 

Large scale state peat development has been concentrated on the 
raised bogs of the Midlands. As this work has proceeded, the number 
of remaining • virgin' bogs has diminished, as has the extent of 
undisturbed wetland generally. For naturalists, it is as important to 
preserve representative examples of our natural endowment as it is for 
archaeologists to protect for posterity manifestations of past human 
inte",ention. Such protection provides a medium for the study of 
ecosystem processes, maintains our reservoir of germ plas~ to which 
we can turn in order to introduce new genetic strains into cultivated 
plants. and preserves 'living' examples of benchmarks in the evolution 
of the Irish landscape. 

Milled peat development can also result in the release into water 
courses of very fine particles of peat' dust', which inhibits the feeding 
and spawning of fish. 

Once the surface layer of peat has been removed, the mineral soil 
underneath can be used to grow grass, vegetables and trees, so that 
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peat extraction in a sense is creating a new resource. 

Energy development 
In late 1973 the Marathon company discovered natural gas off Kinsale 
Head. The potential rent - the difference between the maximum 
consumers would be willing to pay and the costs of extraction and 
transport - has been conservatively estimated to amount to £90 
million annually (Convery, 1981). The offtake is at present allocated 
to the ESB (60%), NET (35%), and others (5%) . An eighteen inch 
pipeline is being constructed from Cork to Dublin so that domestic, 
institutional and industrial customers in Dublin and along the pip~ne 
route can have access to the gas. Pipeline connections with Belfast, 
Waterford and Limerick may also be made. In terms of impact on the 
physical environment, natural gas is a benign fueL having virtually no 
adverse effect on the quality of either air or water. 

The rapid expansion in electricity generating capacity which has 
taken place since 1957 has increased substantially the volume of. 
emissions to the atmosphere of sulphur and particulate m~tter (smoke) 
from power stations. There is no time series of such emissions 

Table 2 Electricity generating capacity 

1957/8 1981/2 1987/8 

Capacity % CaRacity % Capacity % 

(MW) of Total (MW) of Total (MW) of Total 

Oil 44.5 7 1668 51 1884' 41 

Coal - Imported 245' 38 900 20 

Native 15 60 1 

Natural Gas 645 20 730 16 

Peat 145 22 447.5 14 527.5 11 

Hydro 215 33 511 16 5N, 11 

Total 649.5 100 3286.5 101 4612.5 100 

. Some of the oil· fired capacity will be converted to natural gas if.this is made.. 
available ill sufficient quantity. "-. 

b The coaJ..buming plant also uses oil. 
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available, but we know that in: 1974 electricity generation delivered 
89,000 tons of sulphur into the atmosphere (McManus, 1975). When 
the 900 MWs of coal-fired capacity at Moneypoint. Co. Clare, comes 

-on stream in 1985/86, it will add to these emissions. Conversely, the 
. ,natural gas-fired capacity will have no emissions. Existing an~ 

pro~ective Capacity is presented in Table 2. 

Priva'te sector activity and environmental quality 
I will discuss elements of four sectors within this group, agriculture, 
industry, mlne~rals and ll.rban development 

Agriculture 
Twenty five years ago, Ireland had an extensive, low, non-labour 
inpuvlow output form of agricultural production. Fertilisers, 
pesticides and insecticides were applied sparingly, large concentrated 
housing units for stock hardly existed and on-farm silage-making was 
unknown. Fields and hedgerows remained unaltered. With such ~ 
farming system the natural assimilative capacities of soils could absorb 
waste loads; pollution problems were minor and localized. 

Since 1957, there has been a steady increase in the intensity with 
which inputs are used: this is exemplified by the level of applications 
of Nitrogen (N), Phosphorus (P) and Potassium (K) in 1958 and 1980: 

Table 3 Fertiliser use 

1957/ 58 

1979/80 

Quantity (OOOs Tonne,) 
Fertiliser Year - July to June 

N 

18.0 

247.5 

P 

27.0 

68.0 

K 

43.5 

157.0 

Some areas have had particular problems: in parIS of Cavan, Longford, 
Westrneath and Monaghan, intensive pig rearing gives rise to the 
problem of disposing of a substantial volume of animal waste. This is 
commonly spread on adjacent land. Unfortunately, much of the soil in 
this area is non-porous, and cannot absorb large amounts of animal 
waste. During heavy rain, the slurry can be washed into adjacent rivers 
and lake~ thereby causing a serious pollution problem. The odour can 
also be extremely unpleasant 
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Leakage from silage units into water also constitutes a major 
pollution hazard. Silage diluent is 200 times more potent than 
domestic sewage. Silage-making is particularly a feature of intensive 
dairy and catde farms in the south and east, and the number of 
pollution incidents appears to be increasing. 

Fertiliser run-off. which increases algae and plant growth in lakes 
ito the detriment of preferred fIsh species. is becoming a problem in 
some areas. 

If the manufacturers' instructions for the application of herbicides 
and pesticides are followed there will usually be no pollution. 
However, if the instructions on either timing or the volume of 
application are not followed or if the chemicals are simply dumped 
into rivers, the effects on aquatic life can he devastating. 

Since 1957, there has been a substantial increase in the acreage of 
fields drained under various government assistance programmes. 
The total area involved is 2.8 million acres," and government 
grants total £310 million (1980£) over the twenty-five year period .. 
In contrast to arterial drainage. field drainage has been concen
trated in the South and East (Map 3). The evidence indicates that 
there has been a good return on investment in most projects, but 
that for a significant minority, returns didn't cover total costs. 
Furthermore, net (arm income could have been increased in many 
cases. if a portion of the money spent on drainage had instead been 
used to purchase other inputs - fertilizer. improved stock. buildings 
and equipment - to be applied to already drained land (Bruton and 
Convery 1982). This does not imply that farmers behave irrationally: 
the much higher rate of grant support for drainage. vis-a-vis other 
inputs. encourages such behaviour. 

It is difficult to assess the impacts of field drainage on the physical 
environment The adverse effect on wildlife and fisheries of draining a 
single farm will be negligible. but when drainage occurs 
simultaneously on large numbers of contiguous holdings. the ability of 
wetland wildlife to find adjacent habitats is inhibited. Hcl'Vever. very 
little is known about the thresholds which exist Field drainag. is often 
associated with field improvement, which can involve the remo.val of 
trees, hedgerows and stone~ This can be very destructive for wi@1ife. 
but again the seriousness depends partly on the extent to ~hich large:. 
numbers of adjacent landowners take such action. Field'improvement' ", 
can also result in damage to and destruction of items of historical and 

*2.3 million acres have been drained since 1957. 
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archaeological interest. 

Industry 
Since 1957, industrial production has increased dramatically: the index 
climbed from 102.5 in 1957 to 370 in 1980 (Base 1953 = 100). The 
first law of thermodynamics - the law of the conservation of matter 
and energy - states that matter (energy) can neither be created nor 
destroyed. Material can be transformed into solids, liquids or gases, 
but the world possesses only flxed amounts of these substances. An 
increase in industrial output on the scale experienced here in Ireland 
should increase the volume of 'waste' to be disposed o£ How..,er, 
Ireland's new industrial base has a high 'throughput' content: raw 
and semi-processed materials arc imported. processed, and exported. 
Furthermore. much of the new industrial capacity established since 
1957 has been in the 'clean' industries of light engin~ering, health 
care, consumer products. and electronics. There has also been a 
substantial investment in the pharmaceutical and chemical industries; 
and these can have a significant environmental impact including. 
especially in the case of the latter, the disposal of toxic wastes. 

The only published studies of this area found that the ' traditional' 
industrial base - food processing. drink, pulp and paper, fertiliser and 
cement - was responsible for almost all of the emissions to the 
environment (McManus 1975). With only one point estimate available 
of emissions by source, it is inlpossible to get a sense of trends in this 
respect. However, it appears that, while the traditional sectors may be 
effecting some reduction in emissions of organic wastes, there is an 
increasing volume of pharmaceutical and chemical wastes. 

Minerals and mining 
In 1961, a major lead-zino-silver ore-body was discovered at Tynagh, 
Co. Galway, and this was followed in 1963-64 by discoveries of a 
commercial deposit of zinc and lead-ore at Silvermine~ ·Co. Tipperary 
and of barytes nearby at Ballynoe. The copper mine in 'A. voca, Co. 
Wicklow was reactivated with state help, and in late 1970 the largest 
zinc-lead deposit in Europe was discovered near Navan, Co. Meath. 
Thus, in the 1960-75 period, Ireland had somewhat unexpectedly becoQ1e 
a substantial force on the European metals scene. Unfortunately, there . 
have been nO commercial discoveries since 1970, and the mines at both \ 
Tynagh and Silvermines are now closed Labour problems, low melal 
prices and the highly leveraged nature of the investment have '. 
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combined to keep the Navan tuine in a difficult fmancial position. 
State subsidy is necessary to keep the Avoca mines operating. The 
processing of dolomite into a magnesia refractory in Dungarvan. Co . 

. ·Waterford has been terminated. Thus the industry has gone from a 
·boom in the late 1960s and early 1970s to contraction. The mining of 
aggregate minerals - stone, sand, graveL limestone etc. - is cyclical. 
being,dependent primarily on activity in the building and construction , 
sector. 

Minerals exploitation can be highly disruptive to the environment 
by generatitig large volumes of dust and considerable noise. Surface 
mines scar the landscape and in the case of very large surface mines, a 
lunar-type landscape, often with a large 'lake', can be left when the 
deposit is worked out In the case of metals mining. emissions of metal 
and metal compounds into the water and the atmosphere. can 
constitute health hazards to plant and animal (including human) life if 
not carefully managed. 

The smelting process can have equally bad effects, but neither zinc 
nor copper are smelted in Ireland and there only is some smelting of 
lead. 

Urban development 
Perhaps the most dramatic and significant changes in the physical 
environment during the past twenty-five years are those associated 
with urban area~ particularly in the Dublin region where the 
population has been expanding at sucb a rate that it is known as 'the 
fastest growillg urban area in Europe'. This growth has been 
accommodated mainly by expansions to the West, with satellite 
communities in Tallaght and Blanchardstown. but all areas on the city 
periphery have expanded rapidly where space and services allowed. 
The industrial base in the inner city has atrophied as difficulties of 
acce,)s and parking have increased, and the potential area available for 
expansion has diminished; as the value of the industrial sites for 
alternative uses - office and commercial - has grown; and as the 
labour force has moved to the suburbs. While the industrial base has 
declined, there has been a boom in office developments since the 
1960s. Central government and public agencies have provided a steady 
demand for 50 per cent of available office space. These developments 
have been heavily concentrated in particular zones on the south side of 
the city. In the past decade, there has also been a growth in 
construction of apartments on the south side and in the more 
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fashionable suburban area~ The trend towards enclosed shopping 
cenrres, both within the city and in the suburbs, has been a feature of 
most of the large urban areas. Thus in the past twenty-five years there 
has been expansion and vitality at the urban fringe. and decline and 
decay alternating with single-use zones of some prosperity in the 
centre. 

The expansion in the number of residential industrial and 
commercial buildings has resulted in an expansion of the construction 
and associated industries. However, as this sector has traditionally 
fulfilled the role of a charge tank in the economy. declining sharply 
during economic recession. and expanding with economic growth. 
prosperity is cyclical. Because of the rapid expansion at the urtan 
fringe. and the changing use patterns within the inner city. some 
landowners have made large 'windfall' gains. substantially in excess of 
the minimum price necessary to accomplish the change in land-use. 
The most extreme instance of this is found on the south side of 
Dublin: Jennings (1981) estimated that the median price paid per acre. 
of land for private residential development in the south in 1979 
amounted to £76.000'. which is thirty times the price of agricultural 
land, and over three times the price paid for land purchased for private 
residential developments on the north side of the city. 

The environmental impacts of urban development are various: 
developments require water and sewage disposa~ the way in which 
sewage disposal is handled will have significant implications for water 
quality. The manner of development "Iso has major interdependent 
aesthetic, economic and social consquences. 'Strip' development is 
more wasteful of both infrastructural investment (electricity. phones. 
water etc.) and publicly provided services (post. police. school 
.transport, social services etc.) than j cluster' development, and is less 
safe. Clusters of development which have a distinctly cultural and 
community character. separated by undeveloped open space are 
generally regarded as being visually more pleasant than an 
undifferentiated running-together of neighbourhoods. . 

In Dublin, the area of the city which is most ~ttractive 'for office 
development has the greatest number of Georgian buildin~s in 
reasonable strucrural repair. When the bare site is worth several times 
the value of these buildings, the incentive to get rid of them is great.. 
regardless of the beauty and historical architectural or cultural '\ 
significance of the original buildings. ' 
• Assuming 8 units per acre. 
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Much of Dublin has fallen to these and other pressures. Although 
some buildings of distinction have been built, there is widespread 
feeling that the overall aesthetic quality of Dublin has been sadly 

'diminished in the 1957-82 period. This is not true of some other 
'{ocations: urban areas such as Kilkenny, Kil15ale and Waterford have 
had considerable success in conserving and in some cases restoring 
therr otd buildings and strucnues. 

With regard to social impact, it is now generally recognized that 
diversity .!)hances stability. Thus a variety of uses in close proximity 
provide seClhity. atmosphere, intensity of use, community spirit etc., 
all of which are absent from large blocks of homogeneous land-use. It 
is also clear that some building schemes and structural desigl15 
encourage a positive community atmosphere, are safer in terms of 
traffic hazard and reduce the likelihood of crime, while others do the 
converse. Likewise, tbe homogeneity in terms of income class, the lack 
of services in the recent developments outside Dublin are targets 
of criticism, as are the uniformity and lack of flair of most private 
residential developments. , 

However, there have been a ·few examples of aesthetic, functional 
and social excellence in project design and execution and there has 
been generous provision for open space in major new public 
developments, although there is doubt as to the effectiveness with 
wbich such 'pace is used. 

Environmental policies 

It is clear that a substantial portion of environmental impact is a 
consequence of direct state action at national and local levels. Explicit 
environmental control policies, however, are directed almost 
exclusively at the private sector. Environmental policy directed at 
government action is modest, and is of three types: departments are 
req~ed in certain instances to . consult' with a minister . . e. g. the 
Minister for Fisheries and Forestry, concerning proposed actions; 
departments and agencies have been told that they are responsible for 
the environmental impacts of their own actions; governmental units 
are directed legislatively or ad.ministratively to take re'pol15ibility fot 
the environmental dimension of tbeir activities, e.g. the ESB has 
statutory responsibilities concerning the salmon fisheries on the 
Shannon River. 

With regard to environmental policies directed at the private sector, 
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it is convenient to distinguish between statutory provisions and 
administrative procedures. 

Statutory provisions 
The Local Government (Planning and Development) Act 1963 is the 
legal cornerstone of government efforts to shape private sector 
behaviour vis-a-vis the environment. Modifications were included in 
the Local Government (Planning and Development) Act 1976. The 
provisions of these Acts are administered by eighty-seven local 
government bodies, comprising county councils, county boroughs. 
borough corporations and urban district councils. Under the Act~ the 
local authorities have two primary functions. The first of these 'ts to 
prepare development plans for their areas of jurisdiction, wherein 
future land use, transporation patterns, redevelopment areas, sanitary 
services, amenity areas etc. are identified so as to meet future demands 
while protecting natural and cultural amenities. This function is the 
resporuibility of the elected representative~ and is where - subject to 
national policies, legal constraints and availability of finance - policy 
to goide development should be laid out In practice, when the plan is 
being revised, the re-zoning of areas for development often becomes 
the only means whereby legislators are involved directly in plan 
preparation. 

The second function is to grant, refuse, or grant conditionally, 
planning permission for all except ,exempted developments. The 
granting of planning permission is an 'executive function. carried out 
by (in the case of counties) the county manager, usually on the advice 
of the county planning staff, and subject to compliance with the 
provisions of the development plan. Exempted developments include 
most work relating to agriculture and forestry, work undertaken by 
local authorities themselves, work carried out under the provisions of 
the Land Reclamation Act 1949, and minor developments such as 
house extensions below a certain size, or interior changes in a building 
where the original interior is not listed in the developmen,plan. 

The applicant can appeal a refusal, or some or all of the conditions 
imposed with an approval. to An Bord Pleanila. Appeals agairut 
planning permission decisions by a local authority can be appe.aled to 
An Bord PleanaIa by any third party. . . " ', 

Under section 4 of the City and County Management Act 1955, a', 
council is authorised to direct the manager to take a specific action. In 
some cases this authority is used by the council to change a manager's 
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decision on a planning applicatiolL 
In some areas where planning permission is refused, the local 

authority may be liable to pay eompensatiolL If the proposed 
. development is judged to be 'premature', in terms of services 

. . available, would constitute a traffic hazard, or is in an area of 
"'pa:rticular beauty, then refusal is not compensatable. However, refusal 
to 'allow development of open space, e. g. sportsgrounds, in an urban, 
serviced area may leave the local authority liable to pay compensatiolL 

Under the Local Government (Planning and Development) Bill 
1982, the t"e year limitation imposed on planning permissions would 
be relaxed, penalties for offenses under the Planning Acts would be 
increased, and the introduction of charges for planning applications 
and appeals would be permitted. 

A major limitation of the Planning Acts is that they only apply to 
developments initiated since the passage of the planning legislation; 
some of the most serious polluters of both water and air were in 
operation before this time. The Local Government (Water Pollution) 
Act 1977 has been enacted to help deal with this problem as it applies 
to water: all discharges (except by local authorities) from point sources 
into sewers, inland and tidal waters, and the sea must be licensed. As 
in the case of planning pennission; the licensing authority may refuse 
permission, grant it, or grant it with conditions. Officers of the 
Central Fisheries Board can institute legal proceedings against 
polluters under this Act and the Fisheries Acts and have been active in 
this regard in recent years. 

The Alkal~ etc. Works Regulation Act 1906 remains the primary 
statutory vehicle for managing air quality. Firms which manufacture 
products such as sulphuric acid. fertilisers, nitric acid and cement are 
registered and subject to inspection. It is a condition of first 
registration that the 'best practicable means' of preventing the 
discharge into the atmosphere of noxious and offensive gases and for 
rendhing them harmless and inoffensive be employed. Many 
processes which are not registerable should be included. while the 
transportatio~ power generation and domestic sectors - the latter is a 
major cause of the deterioration in Dublin's air quality since 1978 -
are Qot eligible for inclusion 

The Wildlife Act 1977 is the primary legislation for protecting 
wildlife and natural areas. It provides the Minister for Fisheries and 
Forestry with substantial enabling powers to list species for protection 
and to designate and acquire wildlife and natural areas for protection 
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and management. The National Monuments Acts 1930 and 1954 have 
been the main means of directly protecting structures and sites of 
archaeologicaL historical and cultural interest. However, intervention 
by the Office of Public Works has been confined to a very small 
number of sites in relation to the number under threat The National 
Heritage Bill 1982 would, if enacted, establish a National Heritage 
Council which would be empowered to playa much more active and 
comprehensive role than has been possible heretofore. 

Administrative procedures 
The most significant administrative procedure is the environmental 
assessment of prospective grant-aided industrial projects. ThYs is 
commissioned by the Industrial Development Authority (IDA). The 
aspects related to water quality are reviewed by the Water Resources 
Division of An Foras Forbartha and the Environmental Technology 
Department of the Institute of Industrial Research and Standard~ The 
latter also provides additional information and reports on air pollution 
controL hazardous waste disposal, rue and ~fety, and industrial 
hygiene and noise. The information and recommendations are sent to 
the IDA. The planning authority makes compliance with the 
recommendations a condition for receiving planning permission. Since 
grants are usually paid in instalments over a number of years, the 
Agency can exercise considerable leverage over an extended period. 
The only published analysis with which to analyse system 
performances was undertaken in 1974, only 4 years after the I.D.A. 
had initiated environmental assessment (McManus, 1975). None of the 
industrial operations found to be causing water pollution and/or air 
pollution had gone through the environmental assessment process. 
Thus the limited evidence available indicates that the assessment 
system is effective, although in terms of the 1974 analysis, it could be 
argued that the newness of the assessed projects and the inherently 
. clean' nature of most of the industrial processes in question assured a 
modest environmental impact at that stage. .. .. 

Conclusions 
It is difficult to judge the overall trends in environmental qualitx 'vi;;-a
vis water, air, wildlife, wedands, our structural endowment and 
natural area~ This partly reflects difficulties inherent in mcasurement,'. . 
but it also reflects the absence of a systematic data. gathering and· 
publishing capability, although there are a number of agencies \ 
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involved in some aspects: An Foras Forbartha is now collecting and 
publishing data on water quality, a number of agencies have gathered 
data on some dimensions of Dublin's air quality, and the Forest and 
~ildlife Service provides some fragmentary information on progress 

. i;n species and habitat conservation. 
, -4n impressive body oflaw in planning, water pollution control and 

wildlife.has been enacted during the past twenty-five years, and the 
IDA nas implemented an environmental assessment process. These 
legal and administrative provisions have been most effective when: 
1. A gover~ent agency has been given. or has adopted. an eXJ;licit 
and relatively' straight-forward assignment in direct action vis-a-vis 
conservation. The parks of Dublin county council, the forest parks of 
the Forest and Wildlife Service and the structural restoration work of 
the Office of Public Works are of this genre. 
2. There is an automatic link between compliance with environ
mental regulations and the self interest of the individual{s) involved. 
Examples include the requirement of Building Societies that a 
structure has planning permission before they will advance funds for 
its purchase, and the IDA's :envirorunental assessment scheme, 
whereby payment of the grant is contingent upon appropriate 
performance. 

The system is weak in the following respects: 
1. While government departments and agencies have been exhorted 
to accept responsibility for the environmental impacts of their actions, 
little attempt has been made to encourage and assist them in 
developing this responsibility, which would require that they employ 
appropriately trained staff, adopt the necessary decision-making 
procedures and, in some cases, be given statutory recognition in this 
regard. 

2. Both at national and local level there has been a failure to 
articulate what steps .should be taken to achieve the desired end. At 
national level EEC standards - which in the nature of the 
Community decision-making process are the lowest common 
denominator of the ten member countries - tend to be adopted as 
goals; at the local level, the development plan has often failed to serve 
its purpose of articulating what the community wanted to achieve, 

3. The planning and environment management system depends 
heavily on the threat of legal sanctions to encourage compliance with 
regulations. This is the achilles heel of the Irish environmental 
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management system. Our post-colonial culrural and social traditions 
and attitudes mean that the enforcement process is not seen to have the 
legitimacy and popular social sanction which such a system enjoys in 
most other Northern European countries. This has an adverse effect 
on the thoroughness and enthusiasm applied by enforcers to their task, 
and diminishes the degree of social opprobrium with which breaking 
the law is associated. 

This difficulty is accentuated by the fact that concern for the well
being of the narural and built environment is felt by some to be an 
elitist avocation of the leisured and enlightened (former) landlord 
class, and not something to concern the . common man'. While the 
significance of this ascendancy complex is diminishing, it still~ has 
sufficient adherents to diminish the legitimacy of enforcement of 
environmental standards as a mainstream political concern. 

4. The planning and environmental management system tends to be 
negative rather than positive. Some environmentally deleterious actions 
are discouraged by the threat of court action, but, except in the case 
of IDA's capital grants scheme, whereby a portion of' the cost of 
pollution abatement equipment is eligible for grant, no positive 
incentives are provided to encourage envirorunentally benign 
behaviour. 

Rather than depend exclusively on legal sanction~ assessing charges 
per unit of emission, penalising derelict sites with a schedule of 
charges, and rewarding conservation of. for example, natural areas and 
buildings of distinction, would result in a more efficient use of 
resources, better enforcement, and an improved environment. I feel 
strongly tbat the environmental management system in Ireland will be 
seriously deficient so long as there is not an automatic and persistent 
cost associated with environmentally deleterious action, and there is 
no financial support available for selected actions which enhance 
environmental quality. Both of these features characterise 
environmental management in a number of European countries, 
including West Germany, France, the Netherlands and Hupg;uy. 

The charge should be applied equally to the public and 'the private 
sectors. It is very important that managers in tbe public servi,ces be 
given • signals' - which the assessment of charges provid.es. par 
excellellu - concerning the adequacy of their eltvironmerl.tal 
management performance. To argue - as is sometimes done - that i". 
makes no sense for local authorities to charge themselves misses the· 
entire point of this approach: Its raison d'etre is not to raise funds per so 
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(although this is a not insignificant side-benefit) but to provide 
managers and the public with indicators of performance and incentives 
for managers to maintain or improve performance. 

5. There are s~bstantial gaps in the system, most notably in the 
<Iomains of farming and air quality. With regard to the former, the 
large. nwnbers involved. the fact that in many cases the pollution isn't 
emitted, at a single poin~ and the current recession in agriculture all 
combine to produce an intractable enforcement problem in farming. 
The most promising opportunities in this respect would appear to lie 
in following'something ilin to the IDA model, whereby grants for 
piggeries etc. would be phased over a period, and continuance of the 
grant, and possible eligibility for future grants for a specified period. 
would be contingent upon following appropriate management 
practice. 

Air quality management has some parallel to agriculture, in that 
there are a large number of emitters, namely households and drivers of 
vehicles; it can be difficult to admister an environmental management 
scheme cost effectively. This limitation is of practical significance, 
because most of the deterioration in Dublin's air quality is due to the 
sharp increase in the domestic burning of solid fuels, which occurred 
after the price rises in oil and gas after 1973 and the supply 
interruptions which characterised the former. 

It is clear tha~ over the past twenty-five years, the physical 
environment of Ireland has been transformed. in many cases for the 
better. However there has also been deterioration, particularly in 
urban areas, but also in rural parts. A relatively pristine environment is 
a cornerstone of our faltering tourist industry, and it is no doubt one 
element which is influential in convincing some overseas investors and 
managers that Ireland provides an attractive ambience in which to 
work and invest It also enriches the lives of the residents by providing 
better~health, a varied and high-quality range of outdoor recreation 
experiences, and a sense of identity with the pasL 

We have undertaken substantial legislative efforts to protect 
environmental values in the past two decades. These need to be 
complemented by vigorous political and administrative leadership at 
national and local levels, and by the use of self-enforcing 
environmental management schemes such as pricing. 
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Law and The Legal System 1957-82 

JAMES P. CASEY 

• 
Irish society has changed so much in the last twenty-five years that it 
would be extraordinary not to find some reflection of this in the law 
and the legal system. Change here has been extensive if not as radical 
as some might wish. The developments come under five heads: the 
legal system, constitutional law, administrative law, labour law, family 
law. 

The legal system 
The most obvious change might be called • the litigation explosion'. 
This phenomenon is due to factors such as increases in traffic. 
industrialisation and crime and is simply demonstrated by the growth 
of the High Court. In 1957 this consisted of a President and six judges 
(only one more than in 1924); in 1982 it comprises the President and 
fourteen judges. The size of the District and Circuit Courts has also 

, increased, though less dramatically.l This reflects in part the failure to 
decentralise justice effectively by extending the jurisdiction of those 
courts in line with economic and social factors such as inflation. 
Although the Courts Act 1971 had brought in some extensions
implementing recommendations made in 19662 - these were already 
out of date. The Courts Act 1981 attempts to redress the balance by 
increasing considerably the financial ceilings on the . lower courts' 
jurisdictions, and by devolving a range of family law ma!t~rs to them. 
Implementation of the latter changes is causing difficulties and the 
possibility of a constitutional challenge has been mooted. " 

The size of the practising legal profession has also increased, "to such 
an extent that it has been found necessary to expand the Law Library. 
From 1982, both branches of the legal profession will be restricting', 
entry, a development which has caused controversy. Unfortuna~ely,' 
this increase in the number of judges and practising lawyers has not ' .. 
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ended delays in IitigatiolL These delays could have been reduced if the 
proposals on the jurisdiction of tbe Master of the High Court which 
were put forward in 1972 by the Committee on Court Practice and 
f'J:ocedure had been implemented. That committee has also deplored 
the failure to provide proper court accommodation in many places. 

For many years there was little literature on Irish law, but 
publishe.fs now find that there is a market for Irish law books and in 
the last rew years works of high quality on most core legal subjects 
have appeared. The position in regard to the raw material of the legal 
system is much' (ess satisfactory. The reporting of judicial decisions has 
been tardy and uncomprehensive, and there have been serious delays 
in producing volumes of statutes and statutory instruments. 

Since 1957 there has been a steady increase in the use of specialised 
tribunals outside the regular court system. Under the Local 
Government Planning and Development Act 1976, appeals in plamring 
matters now go to the independent Bord Plean~la, instead of to the 
Minister for the Environment The Labour Court has taken on 
ajudicatory functions under the Anti-Discrimination (Pay) Act 1974 
and the Employment Equality Act 1977, while disputes over alleged 
unfair dismissals fall witI!in the remit of the Employment Appeals 
Tribunal The Criminal Injuries Compensation Tribunal rules on 
applications under the Criminal Injuries Compensation Scheme. 

Another major development has been state provision for legal aid, 
which was introduced in 1962 on a statutory basis for criminal cases 
and was made available in 1979 for civil cases by executive action. 
system by "the state's adhesion to the European Convention on Human . 
Rights and acceptance of the right of individual recourse to the EEC 
Commission and Court 4 For the legal system the consequences of 
joining the EEC are that EEC regulations enter directly into the Irish 
legal order which is further shaped by the requirements of EEC 
directives. And several cases have already been referred to the 
Europ,!'.m Court in Luxembourg for preliminary rulings under Article 
177 of the Treaty5 

The tragic events in Nortbern Ireland have also made an impact on 
the legal system. In May 1972 the government issued a proclamation 
bringing into effect Part V of the Offences against the State Act 1939 
and a Special Criminal Court of the type envisaged by Part V was 
subsequently established. The court has been composed of professional 
judges only, in contrast with earlier periods when it was manned by 
military officers under a provision in the 1939 Act 6 The Offences 
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against the State (Amendment) Act 1972 amended the Acts of1939 and 
1940 in various ways. including making the belief of a senior Garda 
officer as to an accused's membership of an illegal organisation 
admissible as evidence: It should perhaps be stressed that such belief is 
rendered admissible only; it is in no sense conclusive. The Criminal 
Justice (Verdicts) Act 1976 increased the powers of the Special 
Criminal Court by giving it the same authority as other courts to bring 
in alternative verdicts. 

Like its UK counterpart, the Criminal Law (Jurisdiction) Act 1976 
was passed principally to overcome difficulties about extradition of 
political offenders from the Republic to Northern Ireland. It pro'\ides 
that certain acts done in Northern Ireland are criminal offences in the 
Republic, and it established machinery under which evidence can be 
taken here for a trial in Northern Ireland and vice verS4 

The Criminal Justice Act 1964 abolished the death penalty for all 
offences except treason and capital murder, as defined in section 
1(1)(b). This category includes murder of a member 'of the Garda 
SlOch~na acting in the course of his duty. However, though several 
persons have been convicted of this offence. the capital sentences 
passed on them were commuted under Article 13.6 of the Constitution. 
The 1981-2 coalition government introduced a bill to abolish capital 
punishment entirely, but this lapsed with the fall of that government 
and is not to he revived by its successor. 

A focus of attention in civil matters has been the jury. The Courts 
Act 1971 abolished civil jury trial in the Circuit Court {where it was 
rarely availed o~. It remains available in the High Court where it is 
the norm, particularly in personal injuries and fatal accidents cases
much to the chagrin of insurers, who blame juries for inflated damages 
awards and hence, higher premium~ But the 1982 jury is more likely 
to be a cross-section of the public than its 1957 counterpart, since the 
Juries Act 1976 has greatly widened eligibility to serve. Women and 
non-ratepayers are now liable for jury service, and the gualifying age 
has been lowered to eighteen. ' . 

It remains to note two institutional developments. The new and 
independent office of Director of Public Prosecutions was cre",ed by 
the Prosecution of Offences Act 1974, which transferred to the. holder 
all the prosecuting powers and responsibilities of the Attornoy 
General. The Law Reform Commission Act 1975 established the' , 
Commission to discharge the tasks of keeping the law under review' · 
and making proposals for reform. 
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Constitutional law 
It would be hard to overstate the significance of the developments in 
constitutional law since 1957. The merits and defects of the 

. ' .. Constitution have been a constant subject of public discussion. It has 
b~en amended five times, and at the time of writing a referendum on 
anot)Ier amendment - to outlaw abortion - has been promised. No 
action. .. however. has been taken on the two most controversial issues -
the contents of Articles 2 and 3 and the ban imposed by Article 41.3.2 
on the introduction of divorce. 

In 1976-i. group of Deputies and Senators carried out a general 
review of the C'onstitution. Tqeir Report stated their finding that there 
was no demand or need for a departure from the Constitution's main 
principles but they recommended certain subsidiary changes, including 
the modification of Artich 2 and 3, Nothing has come of this. In 1981 
Dr FitzGerald's coaliiion government instituted a review by a legal 
committee chaired by the Attorney GeneraL but the government fell 
long before that review could be completed. and the committee has , 
since been disbanded. . 

In the period under review; the first attempt to amend the 
Constitution was in the direction .of abolishing proportional 
representation. This proposal was defeated in a referendum in 1959, 
and even more heavily in another in 1968.7 Other attempts at 
amendment have had more succes~ The Fourth Amendment of the 
Constitution Act 1972 amended Article 16 by lowering the voting age 
to eighteen while Article 44 was modified by deleting a portion, 
including the celebrated reference to 'the special position' of the 
Roman Catholic Church. 8 The Sixth Amendment of the Constitution 
Act 1979 added a new section to Article 37 to protect adoption orders, 
¥,d the provisions of Article 18 on university represenation in Seanad 
Eireann were altered. partly in anticipation of the statutory dissolution 
of the National University ofIreland. 9 

The~e amendments were uncontroversial and had all-party support. 
This was not the case with the amendment necessitated by joining the 
EEC but this was approved by an overwhelming majority in the 1972 
referendum. The resulting Third Amendment of the Constitution Act 
1972 did not amend individual provisions in detail, but its economical 
and continental-style 10 drafting effectively ensures that any 
constitutional barriers to community membership are lifted. 

The Presidency - normally an office of low political profile - gave 
rise to discussion and some controversy. President Childers had 
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indicated a desire for a more active role than his predecessors. but his 
short tenure hardly allowed time for any such development 11 His 
successor. CearbhaU 6 Dalaigh, found himself in the forefront of 
controversy when his use of Article 26 was criticised by the Minister 
for Defence, Mr. Donegan. Mr. 6 D:lIaigh's resignation fuelled the fire 
and gave rise to discussion of the President's liability to, or immunity 
from, criticism. 12 Though he too has used Article 26, Dr. Hillery has 
had a more tranquil time. When the coalition government fell earlier 
this year, his constitutional power to refuse a dissolution might have 
come into play. In the event the Taoiseach was granted a dissolution, 
and there has been no public criticism of the President's decision.. 

Northern events have also had their impact in the constitutional 
area. The wording of Articles 2 and 3 of the Constitution have been 
criticised The legal issues involved in the suggested extradition of 
political offenders to Northern Ireland provoked sharply contrasting 
views from the members of the Irish! UK Law Enforcement 
Commission. The Irish members held that Article 29.3 ('Ireland 
accepts the generally recognised principles of international law as its 
rule of COllduct in its relations with other states') would invalidate any 
statute permitting extradition for political offences, since it was a gene
rally recognised principle of international law that there should be no 
extradition for political offences. The UK members denied the 
existence of any such principle and argued that Article 29.3 did not 
operate to restrict the legislative competence of the Oireachtas. '3 It 
should also be noted that the constitutionality of the Sunningdale 
Agreement under which the Law Enforcement Commission was 
established was challenged in 1974 in Boland v. All Taoiseach. The 
Supreme Court rejected the claim, holding in effect that making 
international ~greeme'nts was an executive function with which me 
courts could not interfere. 

The outstanding development in constitutional law, however. is the 
burgeoning of judicial review. The courts have been called upon with 
increasing frequency to consider the validity of statutes, and many 

' other issues concerning the impact ot the. Constiiution. The 
availability of judicial review has proved a boon for those , with a 
legitimate grievance who have failed in their attempts to secure redress 
elsewhere. Thus, the Juries Act 1976 was passed when .the Supreme 
Court held in 1975 in de Burea and Anderson-v Attorlley Ceneral that tho, 
earlier Act violated the Constitution. The Court's decision in 1974 in. 
McCee v Attorney Ceneral ended the ban on the importation ' of 
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contraceptives by- married coupl.es, while that in Murphy v Attorney 
General invalidated the legislation under which working married 

, couples faced heavier tax bills than they would have had they simply 
. lived together. Clearly, some interest groups, aware of the 

{':pnstitution's possibilities. have adopted a test-case strategy to assist in 
se~g their objective~ 

Thefourts have given the Constitution an expansive interpretation 
in the 'sphere of individual rights. 14 In particular, it has been 
established that the rights guaranteed are not confmed to those 
specifically enumerated. . Thus there has emerged a right to basic 
fairness of procedures in decision-making, 15 a right to traveL 16 a right 
of access to the courts,17 and a right to work'S Article 38.1's 
requirement of a criminal trial 'in due course of law' has had life 
breathed into it; an accused must be told about the availability oflegal 
aid ' ·; ,and statutes creating criminal offences must identify with 
reasonable precision the conduct which is forbiddelL 20 The guarantee 
of personal liberty (Article 40.4.1) has been implemented by judicial 
emphasis on the right to seek ha~eas corpus;21 by coupling it with the 
common law presumption of innocence to hold that bail cannot be 
refused because of a belief that the accused will commit offences while 
on bai~22 and by holding that evidence obtained in violation of 
constitutional rights (e.g. an unlawful detention) is inadmissible." 
Here, however, it must be noted that there are signs of a different 
attitude to some of these issues in the present Supreme Court, as 
compared with that chaired by 0 Dalaigh CJ. 24 

There has been considerable litigation on the constitutional 
separation of powers, and it was emphasised in City View Press Ltd v 
AlleO (1980) that while Article 15.2.1 does not prevent the delegation 
of legislative powers to ministers, etc" there are limits to the 
delegation permissible. Many decisions have stressed the limits to the 
confe"ment of judicial power on bodies which are not courts,25 and a 
good deal of case law has been generated by Article 38' s distinction 
between minor offences (triable summarily) and jnon-minor' offences 
(triable only with a jnry).26 The prohibition of discrimination on 
religious grounds (Aniele 44.2.3°) has been invoked in several cases, 
most notably in M. v. An Bard Uchtala in 1975, where Pringle J. held 
that it invalidated section 12(2) of the Adoption Act 1952.27 

On the debit side, recent Supreme Court decisions have made the 
reach of the private property guarantee even less certain than before. 
Two things seem clear: that the main protection of individual property 
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rights is in,Article 40.3; and that the present Supreme Court takes a 
stronger line on interference with such rights than its predecessors. 28 

Beyond that, little is certain, since the ultimate test of whether a 
statute in this sphere is valid or not is whether five judges consider it 
an 'unjust attack' on individual property right~ This, in Professor J. M 
Kelly's words, is • a notion which invites highly subjective 
interpretatioIL 29 One consequence will doubtless be to delay even 
further the recommendations of the Committee on the Price of 
Building Land (the Kenny Report) since the recent decisions cast some 
doubt on the reasoning offered in support of the constitutionality of 
those recommendations. 

Two other issues have been handled unimpressively - the guar!ntee 
of equality before the law (Article 40.1) and the position of children 
vis-a-vis their parents. As regards Article 40, the Supreme Court has 
held that it prohibits • invidious discrimination', but has given little 
indication as to how this is to be identified."o It found no such 
discrimination in the situation in which married couples who workesi 
paid more tax than working cohabitees! The impression has grown that 
the courts view with apprehension the prospect of striking down 
statutes on this ground, and US experience indicates that this is a field 
where strong judicial nerves arc required With regard to the position 
of children, the courts have laid heavy stress on the constitutional 
rights of natural parent~ In 1977, in M. v.AtI Bard Uchtala the Supreme 
Court seemed willing to see a child. returned to its natural parents. 
following the annulment of an adoption order, despite the fact that 
they had married only after it was adopted and had had no contact 
with it for several years. Decisions like this reinforce the widely held 
view that the adoption oflegitimate children is not possible under the 
Constitution (a point which still remains open for decision). But the 
1980 Case ofG. v. An Bard Uchtila gives some ground for thinking that 
a judicial reconsideration of this whole issue may be under way. 

Administrative law , 
This area has been transformed since )957. The long-standing 
assumption that the state was not liable for the torts of its servants was 
shattered by the Supreme Court decision in Byrne v. Ireland ;rt 1977. 
While the full implications of tbis remain to be worked out, ,the 
decision has enabled many people to bring actions (subsequen~lx 
settled) where previously they would have had merely the hope of ex ' 
gratia compensation. Two later Supreme Court decisions destroyed the 
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cherished belief that the courts could do no more than rubber-stamp 
ministerial objections to production of evidence in departmental 
custody. Now it is for the courts to balance the competing public 
interests involved here.31 

-':, It is also clear that the exercise of administrative discretion can be 
subjected to judicial scrutiny. The Supreme Court has emphasised that 
discretionary power must be exercised fairly and impartially, and in 
accordarlce with the objects of the Act which confers iL 32 A 
ministerial order made under statute was invalidated for unreasonable
ness in 1978 'il) Cassidy v. Minister fOT Industry and Commerce and the 
High Court has· held that the exercise of discretion in regard to 
prosecutions and passports is not immune from review.33 

The old common law concept of natural justice has been revived 
and given constitutional status as a . right to basic fairness of procedures 
in decision-making'. On this basis the Supreme Court invalidated the 
government's removal of the Garda Commissioner Garvey in 1979, 
indicating in so doing that any statute purporting to permit dismissal 
from a career office without a hearing would be unconstitutional It 
has further held that the right to' know the case one has to meet may 
require access to documents in the decision-maker's possession. even if 
statute does not provide for this. 34 At High Court level the right to be 
heard has been vindicated in a wide variety of situations. 35 

The courts have done much, and can do more to ensure 
administrative justice, but there is a limit to what they can undertake. 
Their role in protecting children needs to be supplemented by 
establishing the office of Ombudsman already created by statute. This 
officer could deal with cases which necessarlIy fall outside the judicial 
purview because they lack a legal foundation. He could also deal 
cheaply and expeditiously with problems for which, in terms of time 
and expense, a legal remedy would be impracticable . 

• Labour law 
There have been many advances in this area, although by contrast with 
administrative law, they are chiefly the product of statute rather than 
judicial decisions. The Oireachtas has improved the position of 
workers in several different way& It has fixed minimum periods of 
notice, established a redundancy payments scheme, and obliged 
employers to consult unions on prospective redundancies with a view 
to avoiding them or mitigating their effect& 36 The Anti
Discrimination (Pay) Act 1974 is designed to implement the principle 
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of equal pay for equal work laid down in Article 119 of the EEC 
Treaty (this latter is directly effective in the legal systems of the 
member states). Other types of discrimination based on sex or marital 
status are prohibited by the Employment Equality Act 1977 which 
established the Employment Equality Agency with a broad remit to 
work towards equality of opportunity between men and women in 
rclation to employment (This aspect of equal treatment is required by 
EEC Directive 76/ 207.) 

The Unfair Dismissals Act 1977 introduced the · remedies of 
compensation. re-engagement or reinstatement for cases of unfair 
dismissal This was an advance on the previous common la~ of 
wrongful dismissa~ which applied only to dismissals which were in 
breach of contract Now a dismissal is deemed to be unfair unless it 
can be justified on substantial grounds such as redundancy, misconduct 
or incompetence. It is plain from the Act that trade union membership 
can never be such a ground. While the Act does not expressly state 
that dismissal for refusing to join a union is unfair, it should probably 
be construed to have that effect This is because the Supreme Court 
held in 1961 in EdUCfltionol Co. v. Fitzpatrick that the constitutional right 
to associate (Article 40.6.10 iii) necessarily implies a right to 
disassociate. And long before the 1977 Act that court indicated that a 
dismissal inspired by the exercise of either right wo'uld sound in 
damages. 37 

The right of dissociation proclaimed in 1961 meant that picketing to 

compel union membership was henceforward unlawful and this gave 
ri'se to lengthy discussions between government and unions in regard 
to changing the law.38 Nothing has come of these, and attention has 
now switched to other issues. Unions have been greatly agitated by the 
inadequacies of the Trade Disputes Act 1906, the main protection 
against tort liability in regard to strike actioIL The Act's narrow 
definitions mean that many ' workers - e.g. nurses and public 
servants - are not covered, so that picketing by them may be 
restrained by injnnctioIL 39 Failure to amend the law led the union 
representatives to quit the Commission on Industrial ~ Relations. 
Notwithstanding this depletion of its ranks, the Commission 
completed its inquiry and published a report. Whether its .\vide
ranging recommendations will be implemented remains to.be seeIL 40, 

" Family law 
The period since 1957 has seen many changes in family law, with the 
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pace noticeably quickening in ree'ent years. This undoubtedly reflects 
changes in attitudes and in society. The frrst break with tradition was 
the Married Women's Status Act 1957. Antedating similar change in 

'the UK, this enabled spouses to sue each other in tort The main 
p~ctical effect is to permit a wife injured by her husband's negligent 
driviOjl to sue him for damages. The Act also laid down that a husband 
and wife were to be treated as two separate persons for all purposes of 
acquisition of property. It also provided a procedure for determining 
matrimonial 'p'roperty disputes, but the pri"ciples applicable are to be 
found in judicial decisions. Though this branch of law is still 
developing,41 some would wish to see it replaced by a statute under 
which all matrimonial property would be held in equal shares by the 
spouses. 

The Succession Act 1965 and the Family Home Protection Act 1976 
have given increased legal protection to wives and children. Under the 
former, if a testator leaves a spouse and no children, the spouse has a 
legal right to a half of the estate; if there are children the spouse has a ' 
legal right to a third of the estate and the courts can decree proper 
provision for the children out of Ihe estate if the testator has failed in 
this regard. The 1976 Act - which has given rise to conveyancing 
problems - is designed to ensure that no spouse can dispose of the 
family home without the written consent of the other spouse. 

Other changes in the law reflect the somewhat tardy acknowledge
ment of marital breakdown as a social problem. The Social welfare 
Act 1970 introduced a 'deserted wife's allowance', thus accepting a 
state responsibility to provide assistance to the deserted wife and 
family. The Family Law (Maintenance of Spouses and Children) Act 
1976 modernised the law on maintenance and introduced enforcement 
of maintenance orders via attachment of earnings. The same Act 
empowered the courts to make an order barring a spouse from the 
family .. home; the relevant procedures have been improved and the 
powers of the courts extended by the 1981 amending Act. Thus the 
legal protection of 'battered wives' is now considerably improved. 

The increasing incidence of marital breakdown is indicated by the 
fact tha~ in the High Court alone, family law cases now occupy the 
full time of two judges each week. Many such cases are custody 
applications made under the Guardianship of Infants Act 1964. In 
some cases the parties may already have obtained an annulment from 
the matrimonial tribunals of the Roman Catholic Church, but since 
the canon law of annulment has developed beyond that of the state 
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they may not be able to rid themselves of their civil law married 
status - with consequent problems, should they remarry, in the 
spheres of succession and legitimacy. (In fact, while remarriage in such 
circumstances constitutes bigamy, in practice, the DPP - the only 
person who can do so - does not prosecute.) The civil law on nullity 
was examined by the Attorney General in 1976, and a discussion paper 
and draft bill were published. 42 In 1977 the government formally 
referred the subject to the Law Reform Commission, which has not 
yet reported. Recently, however, there has been an increase in nullity 
petitions in the High Court, and this has given an opportunity for 
some judicial development of the law. 

While the ban on divorce remains in the Constitution s~me 
movement has occurred in relation to the recognition of divorces 
granted abroad. This issue produced a conflict of judicial opinion 
in the famous May<>-Pmott case of1958, Maguire CJ taking the view
since repudiated - that a marriage dissolved abroad remained a 
subsisting valid marriage here. It is now clear that a divorce granted by 
a court of the state in which the parties were domiciled will be 
recognised in Ireland. 43 

The law on adoption has been a matter of great concern in recent 
years, and the original Adoption Act of1952 has been amended several 
times." Doubts about the constitutionality of orders made by An 
Bord Uchula were set at rest by an amendment to Article 37, but 
problems remain The law still provides only for the adoption of 
illegitimate children and orphans, on tile theory, voiced by successive 
Ministers for Justice, that a statute allowing the adoption of legitimate 
children would be unconstitutional. (In 1978 the Minister resisted 
pressure for a constitutional amendment paving the way for such a 
statute, indicating that such adoptions would be opposed on social 
ground~) If this theory is correCt, a shadow hangs over section 2 of the 
Adoption Act 1964, which permits the adoption of legitimated 
children,45 Doubts have also been expressed as to the validity of 
section 6 of the 1976 Adoption Act which provides tha! where an 
adoption order has been declared invalid by the court and the child 
concerned is in the custody of the 'adoptive parents', the ques~on of 
the child's future custody shall be decided on the principle that its 
welfare is the fust and paramount consideration. Thus it would, und~r 
that Act, be lawful for the court to leave the child where it is; but in', 
light of the natural parents' rights under Articles 41 al,ld 42, it is not , 
clear that this would be comtitlltional. 
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I'n a number of areas including intestate succession,46 the law treats 
illegitimate children less favourably than legitimate ones. This has 
provoked discussion as to the desirability of expunging the distinction 
between legitimate and illegitimate from OUf law. The matter IS 

currently under review by the Law Reform Commission, which IS 

expe~ted to report shortly. 

'. 
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Politics and the Arts in Ireland 
- the Dail Debates 

BRUCE ARNOLD 

.. 
On 20 July 1949, John A Costello, who was then Taoiseach of the 
first Coalition Governmen~ spoke in the Dail on the estimates for his 
own Department. It was a long speech and only in the last three 
paragraphs did he refer to the question of art He announced to the 
Dail that the government had • engaged the services' of Dr Thomas 
Bodkin'to advise us on certain aspects of our art, the application of art 
to industry and the development of the crafts generally. in connection 
with art development in Ireland'. 1 He gave the terms o f reference 
under which Dr Bodkin was to work, and concluded his speech with 
references to the spiritual and material benefits that would follow, 
dearly indicating that the work was to consider both the cultural and 
the industrial application of skills in the·.arts. 

Thomas Bodkin worked rapidly on his report, which was submitted 
to the Government in September 1949. and subsequently published. It 
has become, deservedly. a key document about the arts in Ireland, and 
may be said to have shaped ans legislation produced in its wake, 
namely the Arts Act, 1951, which was introduced for its second stage 
reading in the Dail on April 24, 1951. Committee stage was taken in 
May and the Bill became law without controversy. 

In 1966 the Act was amended by means of an Additio.nal Function 
Order which allowed the Arts Council (set up by the 19~ 1 Act) to 
establish and administer a fund from which annuities could be paid to 
creative workers, either ill or old, who had giv.en outstanding service 
to the country. The fund was called Ciste Cholmcille. ' '. 

In 1973 a new Arts Bill was brought in by Liam Cosgrav2; 
Taoiseach of a new Coalition administration. the main purpose of'
which was to reconstitute the Arts Council established by the 1951 ' 
Act It was debated at considerable length but was politically 
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controversial only in one area -:the Taoiseach's right to appoint all 
sixteen members of the Council. This led to a division, which was 

\ . "arried by the government, fifty-nine votes to fifty. 
. Effectively, as regards the input of politicians into the arts, the two 

pie,:es oflegislation of 1951 and 1973 are crucia~ as are the debates, in 
what they reveal of political attitudes to the art& TIley are not the 
whole story by any means. They do not embrace the effectiveness or 
otherwise of the- administration of the arts, which is an enormously 
difficult are~ involving a wide range of different judgments. But they 
are crucial in th~ sense that a philosophic starting point is necessary. 
from the point of view of the politician, whenever there is a question 
of state funding and state management Since this involvement is 
widespread throughout the arts at a variety of different levels 
involving quite substantial sums of money. it is not unreasonable to 
expect clear thinking and precise legislative direction from those 
responsible. 

These elected representatives, some of them living, some dead, 
have shaped the administration of the arts, or failed to shape that 
administration. for more than a' quarter of a century and must be 
answerable. This, therefore, is the point of departure. 

In the short paragraphs with which John A. Costello announced the 
appointment of Thomas Bodkin, he managed three times to link 
together the fostering of art with the application of art to industry. 
This gave 'both a spiritual and a material aspect' to the inquiry which 
the Government were seeking from Bodkin. His terms were six-fold. 
He was asked to report on the following matters. 

1. The constitution and working of institutions concerned with the 
arts in Ireland, in particular the National Museum and the National 
Gallery. . 
2. J'he facilities available in Ireland for education in the arts both 
from the historical and from the practical aspects, at elementary to 
professional levels, with particular reference to the teaching of art 
and art history in the schools, universities, the National College of 
Art and the provincial art schook 
3. The existing relations between the arts and industry in Ireland, 
including such activities as technical training in craftsmanship, the 
provision of industrial designs and of appropriate advertisements for 
tourist development, and the steps that might be taken to arouse the 
public interest and the interest of manufacturing industries in the 
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importance of design in industry. 
4. The advisability of establishing an organisation or organisations 
for the purpose of encouraging and spreading a knowledge of the 
arts in Ireland and of Irish culture in foreign countries. 
5. The advisability of establishing an organisation or organisations 
concerned with the preservation and acquisition by the state of sites 
and buildings of national importance and with the maintenance of 
aesthetic amenities in future building projects. 
6. The advisability or orherwise of extending such services as those 
referred to above and of co-ordinating their administration. 

• A general comment is necessary about Thomas Bodkin. When he was 
being introduced to the Irish people by Costello, in July 1949 in the 
Dail, Costello said: 

We have engaged the services of an Irishman who has won fame and 
distinction for himself and brought credit to his country, by his work 
in England as Professor of Fine Art in the Barber Institute in 
Birmingham . . . and I would ask any people who have any 
contribution to make towards a solution of his problems and the 
advancement of his labours to c~operate with him and assist him in 
every way they can.2 

The reality behind this tribute was that Bodkin's eminence had been 
achieved in England because of the ehent to which his abilities and 
ambitions within Ireland had been frustrated, leading to his resignation 
as Director of the National Gallery ofIreiand in 1935, in a storm of his 
own making. He was highly critical of the gallery's administration; this 
is outlined in his letter of resignation, which he insisted on having 
published in the annual report for that year. Secondly, his experience 
dated welJ back before the founding of the state. He had been a 
member of the gallery's board from 1917, until his appoinrment as 
director ten years later, and before that he had been a close associate of 
Hugh Lane, working at the centre of the arts in Dublin during what 
had been a heady period of activity and controversy. Thirdly, his 
experience from the time of his resignation until his secondm~nt by 
the Barber Instirute had been almost wholly in England , 

It is difficult to define the state of his mind when he was called back. . 
He had got on well with the W. T. Cosgrave administration until he 
was faced with obstructions, mainly because of financ.ial difficulties. 
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and he had ,hen become outspoken. Like most Irishmen who go 
abroad and make reputations for themselves. he was in a position of 
Some eminence. But the standards he respected wefe English 
stau_dards. and the ones he was critical of were those which, to an 
b~tent, had driven him out. Furthermore, his sense of culture was 
aeSthetic and academic. The arts, whecher in the spiritual or in the 
material sense, were [0 be I rescued' from administrative frustrations. 
and to ihis may be related the emergence from his report ofa single 
. solution' - the Arts Council. It was not his first choice. While he did 
not come dow~ in favour of a Ministry of the Arts, Bodkin did favour 
a sub-department of the civil service for the arts. Then, anticipating 
difficulties and rightly so given the times, he thought that • a less 
ambitious approach' would be to create a small autonomous body. 
This 'small autonomous body' became the Arts Council of the 1951 
Act. 

The distinction is important and suggests that Bodkin recognised 
that the problem he had been asked to advise on should be tackled 
from within the administrative l1?achine. And if one looks back at the 
terms of reference it is obvious that the requirements of only one 
paragraph are satisfied. 

Better one than none, one might say. And. given the dusty outcome 
recorded on so many official reports and the substantial contribution 
made by the Arts Council at different times, this is a justified response. 
But it is not necessarily the right response. If one considers all that was 
set aside in picking om the single solution of an Arts Council, and the 
sUbsequent fate of the National Museum, National Library. National 
College of Ar~ even the National Gallery for a further fifteen years, 
and many other institution~ i, can be equally strongly argued that a 
wrong decision was made. It can also be argued that a fundamental 
point about culture was missed by Bodkin, and by the politicians who, 
then .lnd later expressed interest in the arts, and commitment to their 
furtherance. To paraphrase Rilke, all things serious are difficult; and 
everything is seriou~ Bodkin may be excused for the attitude he 
adopted. After all, the word culture appears only once in the 
recommendations put to him, and is used in an imprecise way. His 
concern was with the arts, the institutions which preserve, promote 
and teach them. But the sarne kind of excuse does not apply to the 
politicians. They were responsible to the nation for the broad culture 
of the nation, which is really the expression of the life of the nation. 
They should have recognised the hopeless inadequacy of the 1951 Arts 
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Bill as presented to them, and even its potentially damaging effects on 
the very areas they wished to put right 

Hardly surprisingly, they <lid nothing of the sort Even Eamon de 
Valera, who contributed to [he debate, discerned no problem in what 
was being done nor the problems which might derive from it In the 
debate a general political stance was established: art is good and the 
more we can have of it and the morc money we can spare for it, the 
better. Viewed thus, art must be detached from culture. It becomes a 
separate thing. an extrusion, synthetically promoted and therefore 
falsely expressive of the culture on which it depends. That culture, 
which Bodkin only in part recognised, depends on myriad mea~s of 
self-expression and feeds on multitudes of different sources only the 
most obvious of which - the galleries, museums, libraries, schools, 
colleges - can be covered, either in the kind of report which Bodkin 
submitted or in the kind of legislation which the politicians might 
contemplate. Of course we had remarkably little such legislation. The 
setting up of the Arts Council was seen as a kind of absolution for the 
politician~ With the exception of the Act dealipg with the National 
College <;>f Ar~ to which reference will be made later, the only other 
important Act was the 1973 Arts Act, which once again confined itself 
to the Arts Council. All the anticipated good, sought for by John A. 
Costello from Thomas Bodkin in 1949, referred to again in 1951 when 
he brought in his Bill. and gone over in detail twelve years later, was 
to be derived from the Arts Council. . 

To be fair to Costello. the expectations were extremely modest In 
his second stage speech on 24 April 1951, he said: 'The Bill which I 
now submit to the Dai! is a modest, not to say a meagre, contribution 
to the practical giving effect of the intention and desires of the 
Government'3 It was 'only a beginning', but, he thought, a good 
beginning. He went on to say that 'since the State was established, 
successive Governments have been so fully preoccupied v.rich other 
matters that they have had little opportunity of adopting any kind of 
policy in regard to the art~ Indeed, it is difficult to avoi<;! coming to 
the conclusion that there was something in the n~rure of i deliberate 
policy to obstruct anybody who evinced any desire or inclinatio,! to do 
anything for the furtherance of art in Ireland or for the furtherat\c~ of 
the application of art to industry in Ireland.' 

The rest of the speech is a polite example of political breast-beating', 
about our artistic treasures and traditions and how they need to be· 
matched by the politicians and the administration which they direct. 
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The old argument about the ending of private patronage is trundled 
OUt with no attempt to explain what has replaced it and why there is 

\ less need for its replacement anyway. This in tnrn is linked with a 
gradous genuflection towards Sir Alfred Chester Beatty for his gift to 
~e1and; but this, in tnrn, is followed by the almost slavish: 

I f2eJ. that if ~e show in the future more in~erest in art, more interest 
in the ' .:(isual arts and in the applied arts generally. it may be that 
people like him will feel that we are deserving of encouragement and 
support. and.that we may get more voluntary gifts of that kind further 
to enrich our ar~~stic heritage here in Ireland. 4 

Broadly, the Taoiseach said it was the dury of the state, as far as art 
and the art institutions were concerned, 'to step in and give the 
necessary encouragement and fmancial support'5 Yet at the same 
time, the Bill he was proposing signally failed to do just that It dealt 
with one tiny aspect and in such a way as to lead to the possibiliry of 
subsequent abuse. This is best illustrated by taking Thomas Bodkin's 
intentions for the Arts Council. which were related to his own 
experiences, and seeing how th~y were changed in the conception of 
the Bill 

Bodkin's scheme, according to Costello, who was fair enough to 
put it on the record of the D~iL and according to the 1949 Report, was 
that the proposed arts commission or cOWlcil . should be empowered to 
plan a scheme for the application of the arts in all the various 
directions covered by his report'. In other word~ and taken in 
conjunction with his original view that the whole operation arising out 
of his report should be a 'sub-ministry', and therefore working from 
within the civil service, he was suggesting real power directed at real 
and finite targets: the National Gallery, the National Museum, the 
National Library, art galleries generally, the National Art College. and 
art education generally, and including ancient monuments. the 
prese~ation of Georgian Dublin and an input into architecture, 
industrial design and design generally. This would have been power 
indeed. 

It would have been a direct attack, backed by the Taoiseach and 
answerable directly to the Government, on the neglect of the arts since 
the foundation of the state. Bodkin recognised, based on his 
experiences in England, that the institntions he had been 
commissioned to stndy were still coasting along in 1949 on a leftover 
British administrative practice. In the organic living sense, they had 
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not been taken over. And this. whether he realised it or not, was 
recognised by Costello in his speech although it was not recognised in 
his proposed legislatiolL The Bill watered down the objective juS! as 
the decision to put the Arts Council outside the civil service reduced 
its powers. CosteUo said that: 

The scheme of this Bill departs slightly from his recommendation. The 
object is to set up a small body which will be as far as possible 
autonomous. which will be entitled to work on its own, free from the 
trammels of Civil Service procedure. It is envisaged in the BiU that it 
will be subject merely to the Government It is not intended tq;.t it 
should be under the authority of any particular Minister. except to the 
extent that it reports through the Taoiseach to the Government. ; . 
We wish now to have this body working in such a way that evety 
Department of Scate which requires its advice will be able to go to it 
and get from it advice and assistance and direction.6 

Was there ever such a silly approach to legislation? Was there ever so 
absurd a use of the word' merely'? Was it any surprise that Thomas 
Bodkin £led back to England and stayed there? When the niceties are 
set aside, the real implications of his report were ignored and in tbeir 
place was substituted a quite different idea. The substituted idea failed 
subsequently to live up to the vague expectations which are quoted 
above. No practice developed of the 'Departments of State going to 
the Arts Council for advice, assistance or direction. Being subject to 
the Government was, indeed, I mere'. And the Arts Council's input 
where it was needed. and where it would have mattered, was 
structured in such a way as to block the fulfilment of the need. 

Without real power, direct ministerial responsibility, direct 
involvement within the civil service, a proper vote with political 
decisions about the spending of money. the Arts Council from its 
inception was set adrift on a course that left it to the' ~ercies of its 
members and. more importantly. its director. This fact is. implicit in 
the woolly aspirations ofMr Costello in his opening speech . . 

This body. in addition to encouraging art and the applicatio~ of .r~ to 
industry, might deal also with matters such as ancient monumen~l . 
design in advertisements in furtherance of the tourist traffic. official '\ 
publication~ State building~ coins. medals. postage stamps. State 
ceremonies. art exhibitions. and might play an effective part . in 

287 

• 



'. 

Unequal,Achiellement 

carrying on the fight for the recovery of the Lane pictures. 7 

And, indeed, anything else as well Administratively, it is an approach 
whi.h borders on the absurd. All the matters listed, together with all 
,the more substantial matters covered by Bodkin, were unlikely then to 
Be responsive to such advice except in a marginal way. And the more 
subs(;UJtial the problem, the less likely its resolution, as was to be the 
case fOJ many years after 1951 with art educatiOl~ the National 
Museum, the National Gallery and the National College of Art What 
was propos.d is not the way things are done; it is the way in which 
action is chartnelled and reduced to a mere trickle. The extent to 
which John A Costello or those advising him were fully aware of this 
is shrouded in mystery. But it is a central point in the whole argument 
about politics and the arts and how the administrative chasm between 
them is correctly bridged. 

There were interesting speeches and points made in the debate 
which followed. Some toud{led implicitly on the heart of the matter, 
for example, Thomas Derrig's questioning of the Taoiseach about 
overcrowding in the National Library, similar problems in the 
National Museum, and the government's intentions, if any, about a 
new complex to cater for both He expressed hopes that a new and 
larger building could be made available for the National College of 
Art But the debate avoided the real issue: that Bodkin's report had 
been adroitly side-stepped in all but one of its proposals. Many of 
these proposals have been side-stepped ever since and those which 
have been tackled, like the National College of Art, are still 
aaministratively in something of,a swamp, and even the cem .... l subject 
matter of the Arts Act both the/' and in 1973 is far from being what 
was then intended. This sounds like several issues rather than one; but 
in reality it is one: the failure of politicians to address themselves 
properly to the art~ 

W,pen one comes to the Arts Act of 1973, by way of very little 
legislation indeed on the arts (I shall be dealing with one piece of 
legislation later), the situation is infinitely depressing. After 22 years, 
the substance of the Bill presemed to the D~il by the Taoiseach, Liarn 
Cosgrave, on 17 October, provided for the reconstituting of the Arts 
Council It transferred to the Taoiseach the power to appoint all the 
members of the Council; previously, there had been provision for co
option. It made the chairman part-time, and it provided for a full-time 
director (previously, the two jobs had been part-time). A new 
provision, described by Cosgrave as 'important', allowed for the 
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collaboration of local authorities with the Arts Council in organising 
exhibitions or other events. Those were the only legislative change~ 
Administratively. all funds for the arts would be channelled through 
the CounciL 

As in the prev;ous debate. the other politicians taking part did not 
stray away from the polite tone of encouragement and support The 
first Fianna Fail speaker was John Wilson. then spokesman for 
Education, who looked for a substantial increase in money for the arts. 
He generally approved of the aim and set the tone for the debate. jusr 
as Thomas Derrig had done twenty-two years before. It was followed 
by other speakers; three of them deserve comment. 

The first. John Kelly. then Parliamentary Secretary to the Taoise'ch 
with the constraints this implied. addressed himself to the wider 
problems of the two Arts Act~ The advisory role of the Arts Council 
to Ministers or Departments. envisaged in the 1951 Ac~ had not been 
fulfilled, he said. This role had become increasingly important because 
of planning and the destruction of old and fine buildings; it should be . 
more widely used, if neces~ry under public or political pressure. He 
also saw a North-South dimension. if the Arts Council could bring 
itself to be more adventurous. 

Padraig Faulkner's speech dealt with an anomaly: that the Fine Gael 
Party. when dealing with the National College of Art Ac~ which he 
had put through the Dail and Senate a couple of years earlier. had 
strenuously objected to the prov;sion giving to the Mini,ter the right 
to .appoint all members of the Board of the College. whereas now they 
were supporting exactly the same provision in respect of the Taoiscach 
appointing all members of the Arts Council: It was a good and 
import.10t point, and it projected the correct view of Faulkner in 
retaining political control. and being responsible for that controL He 
did not pursue the issue then. He was already extensively on record on 
the point of principle. But he was one of the few speakers who 
touched on reality and took issue, in a limited fashion, on a point 
avoided in all these exchanges by everyone else. ., 

Charles Haughey. who succeeded him. made the longesi ~peech in 
the debate. He criticised the fact that the Bill contained no ext~nsion 
of activity (in fac~ it did). He called for a comprehensive pol~~'y for 
the arts and he pleaded lack of Opposition resources for the fact tha~ 
he could not offer his owu proposals. He was in fact quite uncertain ' ... 
about specifics. even to the point where he wondered whether there 
should be three Arts Councih rather than one. The Arts Council 
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should be under the Department of Finance rather than under the 
Taoiseach, he thought, but then suggested tha~ leaving it thus, 
responsibility for promotion and development should be given to a 

, .minister. 
" It was curiously evasive. given that it was a major speech in a debate 

on 'the arts, from an experienced politician with a strong commitment 
to helping artist~ Haughey dismissed the six functions given to the 
1951 ArtS Council as inadequate but put nothing in their place . 

. . , it does ncrt, require any great attention to see ways in which they 
could be expanded. I think they could be made a lot more precise and 
a lot more clearly defined as well as being expanded in scope. In so far 
as there is nothing of that namre in this Bill I find it very 
disappointing.· 

As a preamble to this judgment, Haughey had enumerated the six 
objectives covered by the 1951 Act as a charge to the then new Arts 
Council: to stimulate publiF interest; promote knowledge, 
appreciation and practice; to assist in improving standards; to organise 
exhibitions; to advise government; to co-operate and assist others in 
the arts. Of course it can be argued, and is so argued in Haughey's 
speech, that more things could be added to this list, and things in it 
changed; but without detail it is comparable to promising Northern 
Unionists that once they are . round the table' all will be possible. 
Neither politics, nor administration, nor even the arts work quite like 
t~at 

On committee stage, Haughey said that he would have preferred 
the 1951 Act repealed and completely replaced. rather than amended 
by the 1973 Act It was a curious approach since the grounds were so 
limited anyway and were not given in the relevant contribution (23 
Octo~er1973). 

Both speeches, in the sense I describe, were negative but important 
for the implicit needs they express which have not been taclded in any 
speech on either piece of legislation. To be dissatisfied with what one 
has, to call for more money and better services and facilities, more 
comprehensive legislation. better advice flowing from experts to 
government, is criticism. Not to back up the criticism with proposed 
changes is failure on the part of the politicians, since they are the 
people responsible for changing the administration of the arts by 
legislation if they think it is defective. Beyond tha~ they are in the 

290 



The Arts 

hands of the administrators; and with the exception of a few 
organisations. such as the Arts CounciL this still means (as in 1951 and 
1973) the civil service. Most of the problem areas outlined by Bodkin 
in his 1949 Report and covered by the six broad objectives of the Arts 
Council remain within the civil service structure. or in some way are 
affected by its reaction or lack of reaction. The will of the politician, 
therefore. and his determination to intrude. backed up by careful 
thought as to what is needed, leading in turn to detailed legislative 
proposals, is a necessary prerequisite to improvement In none of the 
debates mentioned is there evidence of any serious application at all to 

this overall problem. Instead, a small. isolated. poorly-controlled, ill
defined task-force - the Arts Council- was set up with ge~eral 
blessing. modified twenty years later. and permitted to ramble on in 
the controversial minefield of fashion. taste, rrend. subjective 
judgment. elitism, snobbery. under the peculiar arrangement bf a 
membership wholly in the hands of the Taoiseach of the day. 

On the lighter side. the debates threw up some pleasing images. 
The writer. John McCann. at that time a Pianna Fail deputy. referred 
to the danger of creating more and more poseurs, "blase people 
smoking long cigarettes and passing remarks from strange angles.'9 
And Sean Moylan. in the same debate. had referred to himself as a 
. rough-neck', all too ready to visualise' a bareheaded young man with 
a beard and a young lady in slacks breathless in their appreciation of 
Picasso. particularly if the picture is hung upside down. '10 We are 
content to laugh at [his. remembering the very different circumstances. 
And when it came to his reply. John A. Costello. with James Dillon 
sieting beside him. referred particularly to poseurs and snobs. and long 
cigarette holders. to which Dillon replied: • I hope the Taoiseach does 
not think that my cigarette holder is an indication of either of these 
personalities - snobbishness or poseur. '11 It was. of course. a 
profound rather than a superficial point; the outward semblance is not 
the indication in art. no more than anything else, of falseness and the 
slacks and cigarette holders of 1951 are symbolised n·a.y; by quite 
different and perhaps less obvious sign~ But they are no 'less there. 
They were not germane to the 1951 situation in the same way a~ they 
were in 1973. when twenty two years of the first Act had revea)ed 
many faults of omission which permitted the Arts CounciL among 
other things. to become a body engaged mainly in patronage of a'" 
narrow field of visual arts. There was controversy about the imbalance "'
between the different arts and about the narrowness. To some extent 
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Co~grave' s government was responsive to this. And since 1973 there 
haxe been changes and shifts leading to an improved situation. But 
these were not something directly emerging from the legislation. New 

, people, responding to old controversies, made new judgments; more 
·money oiled the wheels of those judgments as they manifested 
the"lt!selves in ·decisions. And, using the loose language of politicians 
wheri they talk about the art~ it was more and it was better. and 
therefore it was. good. 

While it is not the overall answer. a check on all the legislation 
from 1951 ur,,!l today reveals less than half a dozen measures which 
deal with the ariS, including the National Film Studios Ac~ Censorship 
Acts. Coinage Amendment Act and the National Gallery of Ireland 
Act. And the more one looks. the more one has to accept that the idea 
of legislating for the arts is somehow ludicrous; it is legislating for an 
expression of the human spirit. an expression of part of the overall 
culture of the nation. It is like legislating for prayer or for leisure. 
These would evoke the same sort of response from politicians: that 
they are good, and that there shofIld be more prayer and more leisure. 
even that they should be promoted. This is not what legislation is 
about. nor is it what the administration should be doing. Legislation is 
about the institutions which collectively form the culture out of which 
art arises. 

The National Gallery of Ireland Act of 1963 was legitimate in 
providing for the building's extension which made better a vital source 
of inspiration for hundreds of thousands of people. not just painters 
but writers and dreamers ·and children and the like. The National 
College of Art and Design Act of 1971 was similarly concerned with 
an institution which, far more realistically than either of the Arts Acts, 
was concerned with many if not all of the objectives covered by 
Thomas Bodkin, hut in a far more sensible. natural and evolutionary 
way. Its limitation~ and the subsequent funding of the college. were 
admirtistrative blocks to fulfilment; but in essence the motivation was 
politically rational. and however much one may argue about the rights 
and wrongs of it being only partially autonomous, it remained a 
manageable element in the institutional structure of art education, able 
to be deployed to meet human need on a sensible and logical basis. 
Because of this, and because of the environment in which it came into 
being. it was politically controversiaL But this was good rather than 
bad and its development over the l.,t decade. subject to many 
reservations. has been a natural evolution. And in the collective sense; 
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year on year, it has probably been immeasurably more important to 
the development of the arts than either of the Arts Act~ If the NCAD 
Act could have been duplicated for the National Library and the 
National Museum, for monuments, for protection of buildings, for the 
expansion of art departments in schools and colleges, and for the many 
other objectives identified by Thomas Bodkin, with the politicians 
retaining. within the administration. the necessary control and 
surveillance, a totally different picture might have emerged. 

Even then, the central reality of the National College of Art and 
Design Act of 1971 is that the force which led to the real progress of 
the last two years, during which the College has moved to a site Iilore 
in keeping with its role in the twentieth century, was achieved for 
reasons which had nothing at all to do with art It was the self-interest 
of politicians, seeking to get hold of the Kildare Street premises in 
order to expand the accommodation for members of the Oireachtas 
and their secretaries, which led to the purchase of the old Powers' 
Distillery in Thomas Street and the injection of large sums of money 
to turn it into an art college. The process is not yet complete and out 
of it an arguably much better college is emerging, slowly and 
awkwardly; with luck. it might lead to better training of art students 
and the wider expression of art within our society. Moreover, even the 
legislation which Faulkner put through the D:lil in 1971, which 
theoretically gives power to a board appointed by the Minister for 
Education, in practice has led to quite different arrangements of 
power, involving the Higher Education Authority, something which 
did not exist when the College Act was passed. Politically, legally, 
administratively, the National College of Art, like so many other 
cultural and artistic institutions is a mess. Its control and management 
is not as laid down in the Act. It seems to be; but it is not And I speak 
from experience. 

In judging the relationship between politicians ~nd the arts or 
politics and the arts. over the past quarter century. there i~ the inherent 
difficulty of making any kind of judgment about the actual quality and 
range of art or of being able to compare it with what existed all those 
years ago. Yet if my general principle ahom the politicians' vi~w is 
accepted: that art is good, and the more we have of it and the more .we 
can spend on it, the better; then only by making some kind ·o( 
qualitative judgment can the value of the relationship be measured '" 

We are on firmer groWld when it comes to objectives and their 
realisatioIL When Bodkin under general, all-party approval set out to 
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provide the politicians, parliament and the administrative machine 
.with a set of proposals he did so in the not unreasonable belief that 
they meant what they said. He reported accordingly. The legislation 
that followed addressed itself to only one requirement It did so 
ib~sely, and the subsequent body came in time to fulfil a rather 
different role from the one envisaged, and there was little political or 
govern~ent control over this. Furthermore. many of the additional 
tasks which it was expected to fulfil did not materialise, not always 
because of the council itself, but often because these additional tasks 
depended not , .on legislative requirement. but on a vague and ill
defined willingness to consult or seek help or advice. 

One of the most elementary lessons of the legislative and the 
administrative process is that the legislator does not leave open co 
doubt the purpose oflaws and the means by which such purpose is put 
into effect. The work of politicians, in framing such legislation - and 
it is a major part of theif p"arliamentary duty - is to that end, and times 
without number during the past ten years I have witnessed, often with 
considerable admiration, the basic political principle being put into 
practice. Yet, as I have shown, it did not really arise on either of the 
major pieces of legislation designed for the arts and if it had done so, 
the approach would have been governed by the flaccid consensus 
demonstrable in almost all possible quotations of the relevant debates, 
as well as being inevitable by virtue of the extreme narrowness of 
legislative controls in those Acts designed to guide the administrators. 
The general intent (in my view a wrong one) was to free the vaguely 
defined operation of the Arts Council from the trammels of civil 
service procedure. This would only have been a valid approach if the 
initial intent - that the council should be a small advisory body to the 
government - had been sustained. If rhat had happened, then the 
advice would have provoked a whole range of further, and much more 
explikit legislation, designed to use the civil service to implement the 
much larger objectives outlined by Thomas Bodkin, agreed by the 
government of the day and endorsed by innumerable politicians since 
thelL 

In reality the Arts Council has pursued its autonomous course over 
the past twenty-odd years, changing and adapting itself on its own 
initiative, being changed marginally by a second Arts Act and 
increasingly becoming divorced from the civil service with which it 
should have been working closely. During the same period, the 
objectives which required alternative legislation and money to back it 
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have been largely neglected. This has adversely affected such vital 
institutions as the National Library and National Museum, the 
National Gallery ofIreland. provincial and municipal museums and art 
galleries. art education, the design input in industry, in tourism, in 
road signs, stamp design. urban and rural planning, architecture. 
heritage protection. and so on. And all of these are arguably more 
central and more important in terms of our self-definition as a culture. 

National institutions are the nation's responsibility. For better or 
worse, they represent the heart of our culture, and much more so than 
defined objectives in the arts which are under the control of an 
autonomous body such as the Arts Council, whose judgments ca~ be. 
and have been. arbitrary and whose membership can be changed. 
thereby opening up the possibility of change in policy. simply because 
the policy is so ill-defined by the legislation. 

I began with a report. I shall end with one. In 1976 the Arts Council 
and the Gulbenkian foundation jointly published a report by J.M. 
Richards. Provision Jar the arts. Neither he nor the director of the 
inquiry on which the report was based were Irish. nor had they 
connection with the arts in this country. This was deliberate in order 
to preserve detachment. There was a consultative committee of Irish 
men noted in the arts. 

The report is not directly comparable with that of Thomas Bodkin 
seventeen years earlier but it was vaguely hoped that it would be 
useful to the government in considering future policy. But its 
recommendations lack the precision 6f target and means offered by 
Bodkin and are offered in a spirit of vague hopefulness about things 
that might be done. It calls for larger funds, firm leads. more develop
ment. greater autonomy, better liaison. adequate endowments, special 
funds. special efforts and all sorts of other high-sounding action across 
a wide range of different aspects of the arts in Ireland. Most 
specifically of alL the report recommended. at paragraph 23.2. 

The Arts Council should be officially regarded as the body responsible 
to the Irish nation for the welfare of all the arts and the Government 
should make a statement confirming that this is its view ,of the 
Council's role. .. .. 

That is the summary recommendatioh 
the body of the Report it reads. 
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The Arts Council should be regarded as the body responsible to the 
nation for the welfare of all the arts, and it should be in a position to 
take. action accordingly. It would be useful if the Government were to 
make a statement confirming that this is its own view of the Arts 
tounci]' s role. TIllS would clarify the Council's working relationship 
withpther boaies and help build up its confidence in taking the many 
new in,itiatives needed. It would also put the Council under an 
obligation to prepare, and submit to the Government, a 
comprehensiye programme for the development of the arts In 

consultation Wi~h other national bodies. 

The two views, on pages 93 and 101, are in conflict with each other. 
More seriously, the extended view of the relevant paragraph is such a 
mish-mash of nonsense as to be almost meaningless. For the Council 
to be so regarded - as 'the body responsible to the nation' - would 
require substantial legislation. A mere government statement would 
not achieve this or clarify the !=ounci]' s working relationship with 
other bodies, affect its confidence or put it under any obligations 
whatever. It would achieve nothing at all beyond giving to a body 
which has indulged for two decades in the twentieth century's 
equivalent of Medici-like patronage a further push forward on the 
same kind of course. Thankfully, the worst expression of this - the 
purchasing of works of art, mainly paintings - has been stopped. But 
the general trends in the operation of the Arts CounciL more 
outwardly austere, are still similar in kind. 

Personally, I object even to that narrow working of the Arts 
Council. Professionally, it is my judgment that the real value of the 
Arts Council. which was the subject of Bodkin' s proposal and of pious 
aspirations in the 1951 debate, was abandoned early on in favour of 
the -easier path of becoming a distributor of the state's largesse. This 
situat~n was not changed by the 1973 legislation. It is not likely to be 
changed at any time in the future. The politicians have engaged during 
the past twenty-five years in a well-meaning, collective conspiracy 
about the arts which has left us no better off. in real terms, than we 
were then. And the principal reason for this is the view that the arts are 
'different'. No one is quite prepared to say what they are different 
from. because no one quite knOWs. The reality is, in political and 
administrative terms, in terms of the institutions which shape and 
develop the arts, in terms of making available public funds to 
organisations and individuals, that the sarne principles apply as apply to 
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the control and management of public house~ dance halls, swimming 
pools, public land: the making of laws and the distribution of the 
taxpayer' s money should be under the direct and answerable respon
sibility of the Dail and of the state's administrative machine, the civil 
service. If advice is needed, by aU means set up councils for that. But 
for anyone who values in the overall sense the idea of the nation's 
culture, the more democratic control there is over that culture. the 
better. It may be rougher; it will certainly be more honest. 

Notes to Article 
1 Dail Report. 20 July 1949; Column 

137!. 
2 Dail Report. 20 July 1949; Column 

137!. 
3 D:iil Report. 24 April 1951; Column 

1284. 
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1288. 
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1289. 
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1293. 
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