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The Northern Ireland Assembly A New Exposition of Democracy?
PETER SMYTH

Peter Smyth is an official
Development in Belfast.

In

the Departmen t of Economic

The failure of the Northern Ireland Assembly to achieve its
primary objective - the framing of proposals for a devolved
system of government capable of commanding widespread
acceptance throughout Northern Ireland - has been well
publicised. This has tended to overshadow the less spectacular
role successfully carried out by the elected Members of the
Assembly. They brought a greater and more sustained measu,,;
of accountability to bear on the 'direct rule' administration
than had been possible for a decade, by operating a committee
system to scrutinise the workings of the executive. By giving
focus to the opinions and grievances of their constituents they
enhanced, at least temporarily, the operation of democracy
in the province.
The origins of the system lay in Westminster parliamentary
practice, but it was developed to suit local needs. The result
was a political process that, in other circumstances, would
have attracted more widespread and favourable attention. This
paper outlines the mechanisms of that process, and the
circumstances in which it ceased to function.
The purpose of the Assembly
The White Paper Northern Ireland: a framework for devolution
(Spring 1982) set out the British government's bel(e£ that the
solution to Northern Ireland's constitutional difficulties lay
in the province's politicians meeting in an eJecied Assembly
to devise a system whereby legislative and executive .power
could be devolved to a local administration. Recognising tlia!
agreement on such a system would necessarily take some time, ",
the government proposed to give the Assembly 'scrptinising,
consultative and deliberative' functions in the firsiinstance.
91
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The abolition of the Stormont Parliament in 1972, followed
in 1974 by the failure of an elected Assembly, had given an
air 'Of permanence to what was initially hoped would be a
mere~ temporary system o'f government for the province. The
'dirett'r-ul~' provisions of the Northern Ireland Act, 1974 vested
responsibility for the executive functions of government in
the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland. This left the
Northern Ireland administration responsible not to local, but
to Wesuninster'pplitical control; and it also meant that much
of Northern Ireland's legisl<ition was dealt with by way of
Order in Council, subject to affirmative procedure at
Wesuninster. Since neither of these side-effects of 'direct rule'
could be considered as useful adjuncts to the democratic
process, there was considerable scope for input from local
politicans pending the resumption of responsibilities under
a devolved system of government. The Assembly's 'scrutinising,
consultative and deliberative' functions would, it was hoped,
not only provide a rehearsal of the skills required for devolved
government, but would also, in the meantime, make the 'direct
rule' system more responsive to local needs.
The scrutinising and consultative role
The White Paper was given legislative embodiment in the
Northern Ireland Act, 1982. Sections I and 2 of the Act set
out the conditions under which devolution proposals from
the Assembly would be given effect. Sections 3 and 4 set out
the arrangements to enable the Assembly to carry out its
scrutinising and consultative role. Section 3 also specified the
limits-within which the Assembly could operate. These were
defined with reference to the Northern Ireland Constitution
Act 1973, which grouped the functions of government into
three categories, depending on their suitability for devolution,
'Excepted' matters were those, such as the Crown, defence and
foreign policy, which would never be devolved and for which
responsibility would remain permanently at Westminster.
'Reserved' matters, such as the criminal law and control of
the RUC, would initially remain with Westminster but might
later be devolved. 'Transferred' matters covered those functions
currently operated under 'direct rule' by the six Northern
Ireland departments (Agriculture, Economic Development,

Northern Ireland Assembly

93

Education, Environment, Finance and Personnel, Health and
Social Services) and which would be devolved when the
Secretary of State and Parliament were satisfied that an
acceptable administration answerable to the Assembly could
be formed and maintained.
The distinctions between these three categories were
fundamental. The raison d 'etre of the Assembly was to devise
a devolved system of government for the province. The initial
responsibilities of that devolved administration would be with
the functions currently categorised as 'transferred'. The
arrangements set out in the 1982 Act were designed, therefore,
to ensure that it was in the 'transferred' field that the Assembly
could operate to best effect.
The mechanics of the interaction between the Assembly and
the government accordingly emphasised the distinctions
between the three categories. The Assembly of its own volition
could discuss and report its views to the Secretary of State
on matters within either the 'transferred' or 'reserved'
categories, but it was only reports in the former category which
the Secretary of State was obliged by the 1982 Act to lay before
Parliament. The Secretary of State could request reports from
the Assembly on matters falling within any of the three
categories; and he was obliged to present these at Westminster.
Overall, therefore, the Assembly's scope for independent and
effective action' was restricted. The local politicians could not
initiate discussion on 'excepted' matters: they could discuss
'reserved' matters but had no guarantee of making their voice
heard at Westminster: only if they confined themselves to
'transferred' matters would they be assured of the government's
attention.
It was intended that the executive functions of the six
Northern Ireland departments and the public boaies associated
with them would be scrutinised and reported uPl?n
, within
these guidelines. While the ultimate source of respbnsibility
remained the same, it was intended that the initiation"all well
as the implementation of policy would be more sensitive to
local needs.
. '.
The 1982 Act also made provision for the legislative functions .
of the administration to be examined and commented upon.
The Assembly was given p.owers to scrutinise the draft

?-
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legislation prepared by the Northern Ireland departments.
\ .Since consultation is a particularly importam part of the
legisla tive process applied to Orders in Council - the draft
Oiders themselves not being amendable when laid before
Parlfa{l1ent" - there was an immediate and identifiable role
for the ~ssembly to play. Under section 3(2)(a) of the 1982
Act the Secretary of State could (although he was not obliged
to do so) refe~ proposals in either the 'transferred' or 'reserved'
fields to the Assembly for consideration. Similarly, by section
3(2)(b) he could refer in proof form statutory rules on
'transferred'matters.
Section 4 of the Act provided a framework within which
mechanisms could be devised by the Assembly's own standing
orders for carrying out the 'scrutinising, consultative and
deliberative' functions. Under Section 4, the Assembly was to
establish a committee to monitor the workings of each
department whose functions had not been devolved, with the
chairman, deputy chairman and membership of the committees
being appointed by the Assembly'S presiding officer in
proportion to the strengths of the participating parties.
The Assembly elections were designed to return seveOly-eight
members from twelve constituencies. In the eveOl, the Social
Democratic and Labour Party, representing constitutional
nationalism, and Sinn Fein, exponents of extreme republicanism, won fourteen and five seats respectively and refused
to participate in the Assembly. Even so, no constituency was
without at least two represematives, and one had as many
as nine. Of the political groupings which did attend, the
Official Unionist Party (more formally, the Ulster Unionist
Party) with twenty-six members was the largest, followed by
the Democratic Unionist Party (tweOly·one members) and the
Alliance Party (ten members). Two Unionists from outside
the main parties were also returned, one of whom was
subsequently elected as presidingo(£icer or Speaker. The public
pronouncemems issued by both Unionist parties during the
election campaign had revealed the extent to which they
di(£ered from the governmem in their view of the operation
and ultimate objectives of the Assembly. Only the Alliance
Party seemed willing to meet the requirements of the 1982
Act in regard to progressing towards a system of devolved
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government which was acceptable to both political communhies in the province.
The appointments by the presiding officer of chairmen.
deputy chairmen and members to each of the six departmental
scrutiny committees was. under section 4 of the Act. to reflect
(so far as practicable) these party stengths. In the absence of
the SDLP to claim the chairmanship to which their numerical
strength entitled them. the Official Unionists were given three
chairmanships (Economic Development. Finance and Health)
and five deputy chairmanships; the Democratic Unionists two
chairmanships (Agriculture and Environment) and five deputy
chairmanships; and Alliance one chairmanship (Education)
and two deputy chairmanships. The maximum number of
members [or each committee. exclusive of chairman and
deputies. was set by standing orders at fourteen. and was based
on the ratio o[ five Of[icial Unionists. [our Democratic
Unionists and two Alliance members. with three places being
reserved for SDLP representatives should they abandon their
policy of abstention. No provision was made for the attendance
or participation o[ Sinn Fein representatives. The one
independent Member was assigned a place on two committees.
Eighty-six places had to be allotted among the six committees
- eighteen chairmanships and deputy chairmanships. sixtysix places plus two [or the Independent Unionist - with
only fifty-six members. excluding the Speaker. and the leader
and deputy leader of the OUP (who refused to put their names
forward) to fill them. Thus. a considerable degree of doublingup was required. Excluding chairmen and deputy chairmen.
only thirteen members were not required to serve on two
committees: on the Education Committ=,. indeed. only the
chairman was exempt from dual memb6rship, All the
cqmmittees experienced occasional difficulty 'in reaching a
quorum. set by the standing orders at five.
,
The standing orders also conferred on the comt,iliitees the
power to adjourn from place to place. and to appoint specialist
advisers, Within the constraints d the 1982 Act they Could
invite. although not compel. the attendance of persons .~nd
the presentation of papers and records. Accordingly. the'
cooperation of Ministers and officials could be requested indeed it was essential if the scrutinising system was to Be '
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in any way effective - but it could not be demanded. Ministers
'-. rema~ned constitutionally responsible to parliament, not to
t~e Assembly.

,

The'o~eration of the scrutiny system
Appointments to the committees were announced by the
Speaker 'of the Assembly, James Kilfedder in December 1982,
and, despite , the absence of the OUP nominees (for reasons
which will beol,ltiined later), the incomplete committees started
work without delay. It was not until the second week in
February that the Speaker was able to announce the OUP names
to complete the membership of the committee in the
proportions outlined above.
It had been the original intention of the Speaker to rotate
the offices and memberships of the committees at intervals,
but in practice this did not take place. A partial re'shu££Ie
did occur in October 1984. The main result of this was to
bring about changes among the Official Unionist chairmen
and deputy chairmen, but that apart, only piecemeal alterations
were made to the composition of the committees, and a strong
element of continuity and experience was allowed to develop.
Between December 1982 when the committees were appointed,
and December 1985 when they effectively ceased operating,
was a period of about 150 weeks. The frequency of committee
meetings is outlined in Table I.
Table I; Number of meetings for each committee
Economic
Finance and
Agriculture Development Education Environment Persomul

127

127

120

123

100

Health and
Social
Services

115

Given the interposition of recesses and holidays, it was a
remarkably consistent record of application; and on each
committee, there were at least one and sometimes two members
with attendance records well in excess of ninety per cent. Indeed
one of the depu ty chairmen of the Health and Social Services
Committee (who incidentally represented one of the more
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distant constituencies) attended all 115 meetings. (It should
also be said, of course, that there were some very poor attenders:
figures published in the Assembly's Official Report on I
November 1983 showed that by then, when all the committees
had held between thirty and forty meetings, there were eight
Members with no attendances to their credit, and another
fourteen with less than ten. Further figures published on 7
May 1985 showed that re-organisation in October 1984 (see
below) had done little to help: by May 1985, when each
committee had held between 20 and 25 meetings since reorganisation, there were still five Members with no attendance,
and fourteen others with less than ten.)
Membership apart, only minor changes were found necessary
to the system established early in 1983. In October 1983, the
standing orders were amended to reduce the quorum of the
committees from five to four: as already noted, the demands
of dual membership were such that occasions inevitably arose
when Members were simultaneously required by more than
one committee, and in some cases business had been unable
to proceed. In October 1984 the size of the committees (exclusive
o[ chairmen and deputy chairmen) was varied from the original
eleven or twelve: the Agriculture Committee remained at eleven,
but Environment was reduced from twelve to eleven, Health
from eleven to ten, Economic Development from twelve to
seven, and both Finance and Education from eleven to six.
Difficulties were still experienced however, and after February
1985 the committees whose membership consisted of less than
ten were allowed to operate with a quorum of three. By
December 1985, only ten Members (exclusive of chairmen and
deputy chairmen) served on more than one committee (as
opposed to February 1983, when only thirte'eQ did not have
dual membership).
'
The practical side of the scrutiny system lay in the production
o[ reports. Table 2 indicates the main thrust of each comlhittee's
efforts; the balance between reports prepared on subjects of
the committees' own choosing (47) and at the behest of'~he
government (71) may be note<i
The most significent category of reports were those dealing
with proposals for draft orders in council. In the three 'years
under discussion (December 1982-December 1985), 34 draft-
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. Table 2: Committee's work on producing reports 1982-85

,
,

..
,
Committee

Reports on
ReporLs on
discussion
proposals
papers con- Reports pre/oidr4/l
Reports on sultative doc- pared on
orders in
council
statutory
umentsetc commiuee's
T,ejerred TUles referred referred own volition

Agriculture

Total

2

5

4

12

23

5
3

0

6
JO
6

14
19
27

Economic
Development
Education

Environmenl

Finance and
Personnel

II

0
5

3
6
5

5

0

7

7

19

2
29

0

7
32

6

16

47

Jl8

Heallh and

Social
Services
Tolal

•,
,

i;
I
I

f

10

orders in the 'transferred' field were referred to the Assembly
by the Secretary of State: two others were not referred (one
- the draft Nursing Homes Order - for reasons of time
constraints imposed by parallel legisla tion in Great Britain,
and another - the draft Dogs Order - because the consultative
deadlines had already been passed before the Assembly was
properly functioning). Four orders on 'reversed' ma tters (the
Criminal Attempts and Conspiracy Order, the Judgements
Enforcements (Attachment of Debts) Order, the Fines and
Penalties Order, and the Criminal Justice Order) were not
referred, the Secretary of State exercising the discretion allowed
to him under the 1982 Act. Of the 34 orders which were referred,
29 were reported upon by the scrutiny committees. Three were
referred before the committees were operative, and so were
commented on by means of 'take note' motions. In the cases
of two others, received towards the end of 1985 when the
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scrutiny system was being closed down, one (the Occupiers'
Liability Order) was examined by the Finance and Personnel
Committee, but the report was not forwarded to the Assembly
for adoption and transmission to the Secretary of State; and
the other (the Road Races Order) was not even examined by
a committee.
There was one example - the Betting, Gaming, Lotteries
and Amusements Order - where in July 1984 the Assembly
refused to adopt a report presented by the Health and Social
Services Committee, despite the fact that by so doing, the
Secretary of State's request for a report was being ignored,
and section 3(3) of the 1982 Act contravened. The Assembly
did not disagree with the content of the report, but a majority
were swayed by the urgings of the DUP leader that insufficient
consultation time had been allowed by the Secretary of State.
Although the Secretary of State's office in a letter to the Speaker
expressed disappointment at this lapse, no further action was
taken. (In November 1984 the Health and Social Services
Committee embodied their previous consideration of the
proposal in their report on the government's plans to reform
and consolidate betting and gaming legislation in general,
and this was adopted by the ' Assembly. Although the limit
for the consultative period had expired, the Secretary of State
accepted this second repon as a critique of the original
proposal.
In a number of cases the committees examining the proposals
saw no grounds for objecting to the drafts. For example, the
proposals for the draft Property (Discharge of Mortgage by
Receipt) Order 1982, the draft Gas (Amendment) Order 1984,
the draft Water and Sewerage Services (Amendment) Order
1984, the draft Foreign Limitation Periods Orger 1984 and
the draft Credit Unions Order 1985. In the majority of cases,
however, detailed recommendations were put forwar'd on how
the proposal should be amended. Thirty-two changes were
recommended in the proposal for a draft Local Governlnent
(Miscellaneous Provisions) Order 1984, 31 in the proposal f.,r
a draft Housing (Northern Ireland) Order 1983, and nq less
than 59 in the proposal for a draft Wildlife Order 1983.
Subordinate statutory rules were dealt with on a slightly _
different level. Each draft rule was forwarded by the responsible
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. Minister in proof form to the chairman of the appropriate
···scrutiny committee, who then had seven days in which to
. consult his committee members as to whether a report or some
ottre( form oJ response should be made. If a report was
consiaered appropriate, it had to be furnished within three
weeks of,receipt of the proof rule. In the period during which
the scrutiny system was operative, over 700 statutory rules were
referred to the,Assembly. Only 10 of these were made the subject
of repOrts, but'a further 69 were examined by the committees,
and in a number of cases were commented upon in a letter
to the Minister from the chairman of the appropriate
committee. (In this latter category, information on the
consideration given to the proof rule was seldom announced
in the Assembly.)
Discussion papers and consultative documents dealt with
long-term and general proposals for official policy. Some
subjects raised were of a type w!>ere the Assembly's views were
liable to reflect those of the public at large. These subjects
included corporal punishment in schools, the preservation of
areas of outstanding natural beauty, the Sunday opening of
licensed premises, reforms of social security, and some aspects
of building control and planning legislation. Other referrals
required the application of more specialised expertise insurance contract law, the commission paid to landlords'
agents on the leasing and letting of land, the transferability
of occupational pension schemes. As with subordinate statutory
rules, the Assembly's views were made known either by reports,
by chairmen's statements, or by letters from the appropriate
chairman to the Secretary of State.
The matters raised and reported on of the committees' own
volition are impossible to generalise about. On the one hand
were wide-ranging reports - annual surveys of public
expenditure priorities in Northern Ireland, proposals for an
economic strategy to be pursued in order to promote industrial
regeneration in the province, observations on the government's
five-year plan for health and social services, or a critique of
the effects of government cutbacks on the province's education
system. At the other end of the scale were reports on matters
of strictly local importance - plans to demolish a bridge as
part of a river drainage scheme, or the operations of a ferry
boat service.
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There were numerous occasions when a course of investigation was initiated but, (or one reason or another, not carried

through to the extent of being reported upon. As has already
been noted, lIS reports were produced by the 6 scrutiny
committees; but within the same period more than 70 other
investigations were begun which did not lead to reports.
The reports prepared by the committees were almost
invariably adopted by the Assembly, although occasional
aberrations did take place. The instance has already been cited
where, in July 1984, a reportfrom the Health and Social Services
Committee on the Proposal for a draft Betting, Gaming,
Lotteries and Amusements (Northern Ireland) Order was voted
down. In October 1984 a report from the Finance and Personnel
Committee on the reallocation of Northern Ireland's financial
resources was also rejected, but since this was a subject raised
by the Committee on its own·volition, no constitutional offence
was committed. An internal disagreement within the Education
Committee was responsible for the defeat of that committee's
report on a consultative paper on proposed changes in school
travel arrangements, when it was brought before the Assembly
in May 1985, with the chairman and a majority of thecommittee's own members voting against its adoption.
As the division records show, there were occasions when
loyalty to a report would cause a committee to close ranks
against attempts mounted in the full Assembly to amend or
defeat its recommendations. The Finance and Personnel
Committee united to defend its proposals on public
expenditure priorities in July 1983, on the Additionality of
Receipts from European Funds in October 1983, and on the
Proposal for a draft Disposals of Land Ord~r in July 1985.
The Environment Committee did likewise wilQ regard to its
comments on the Proposal for a draft Nature Conservation
Order (March 1984); as did the Health · and Social Services
Committee on Betting Legislation (November 1984). More
frequent, however, were the occasions when tb.e cO~fn~ttees
in arguing their reports before the Assembly would r_epliCate
divisions from the committee rooms, and would split either
along party lines - as with reports on the possible suPWy
of gas from the Republic of Ireland (November 1983), or the
change in the name of Londonderry City Council (March 1984), .
both of which issues were seen as involving a slight to Unionist
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\ principles; or else in accordance with moral conVlcuons
'as with reports on corporal punishment in schools (December
1983), liquor licensing (March 1985), or the Warnock Report
on EIJIbryology (January 1985). Overall, the reports reflected
the di~ersity of views of the Members who assisted in their
compilat:iqn.
Although, the most formal channel of communication was
between the Speaker and the Secretary of State, in practice
reports were alSo forwarded from the Speaker to ministers,
or even from committee chairmen to ministers. As already
noted, reports on 'transferred' matters or on any matter where
the request was initiated by the Secretary of State were required
by the 1982 Act to be laid at Westminster. (In fact all important
reports to the Secretary of State, even those dealing with aspects
of EC policy which was not strictly speaking in the 'transferred'
field, were laid.) The practice was soon established of the
Secretary of State formally replyipg to each report sent to him,
setting out the government's response to each recommendation
endorsed by the Assembly, and copies of these replies were
also placed in the libraries at Westminster. In February 1985
the Secretary of State even initiated the practice, in his responses
to reports on proposals for draft orders, of giving details of
changes which had been made as a result of representations
from sources other than the Assembly. Reports which had been
forwarded to ministers were also given a formal reply,
occasionally by way of a statement by a minister to the
Assembly.
There was of course no set time period for the government
to respond to reports. Where a short report was issued which
agreed with the government's intentions - for example, those
dealing with certain proposals for draft orders - the
government's forma! acceptance could be communicated
within a fortnight. On the other hand, where longer reports
were compiled on matters where the government's own
thinking had not been finalised, the gestation period was
considerably longer. The report on the 'Consultative document
on corporal punishment in schools', containing ten recommendations and transmitted to the Secretary of State in
December 1983, was fully replied to only in March 1985. The
report on the consultation paper 'Areas of special control and
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outstanding natural beauty' (nine recommendations) forwarded in May 1983, did not receive its full response until
January 1985, almost two years later. Such delays weie an
inescapable aspect of the consultation process. In general,
however, the government attempted to· give a considered
response as quickly as circumstances permitted, and the average
delay was around four to five months.
The direct impact of such reports on the process of
government is impossible to assess. In the Assembly's own
publicity brochure Local democracy at work published in
March 1984, it was stated that 64 per cent of the recommendations contained in Assembly reports had been accepted by
the government; and subsequent statements issued in the
Assembly showed that, in general terms, this quantitative rate
of acceptance continued. However, an analysis of the detailed
government responses which were printed in the Assembly's
Official Report of Debates indicates that there were (inevitably)
considerable variations in the acceptability of individual
reports, and the recommendations within each, so that a
qualitative assessment might present a different picture. Even
with the least successful reports, however, the government
generally indicated reasons for; the rejection of recommendations that they found unacceptable.
The committees also exercised a less tangible influence. By
taking evidence from the public in the course of their
investigations, they provided the electorate with an opportunity
to bring some form of influence to bear on the decision-making
process. Although the absence of SDLP and Sinn Fein
representatives robbed the Assembly of much credibility, and
precluded a large section of the population from acknowledging its role in political life, the scrutiny functi.on did gain
a widespread recognition, and not solely from the Unionist
community. Hundreds of individuals and orgar'ii§ations
submitted their views to the committees.
.. ' '.
In a sense, the Assembly came to act as a lobbying agenc;y.
Direct rule had reduced the customary interaction between
interest groups and legislators, and while the Assembly did' .
not fully restore the system, it enabled a more direct channel
of communication to be established. One consequence,
however, was the large number c)f lobbyists. Had the Assembly
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been possessed of its own powers of legislation, it is unlikely
\ that sQ much attention could have been afforded to each group
o{fering to submit its views.
\(ltimately, of course,' the scrutinising and consultative
functi9ns of the Assembly were directed towards an executive
not drawn from it. The Secretary of State and his ministerial
colleagu~s remained constitutionally responsible to parliament, not to the Assembly. For that reason, official policy
might be expJa.ined to the Assembly by ministers, but it did
not have to be justified; Assembly reports could be made to
the Secretary of State, but their recommendations could not
be enforced; the government's response to such reports could
be debated, but could not be altered. This was an unbreachable
limitation to the effectiveness of the scrutiny function - as
it had to be within the overall strategy of the government
as embodied in the 1982 Act - and it was one which frustrated
all attempts by the Assembly politicians to break free.
For that reason, attempts by the Assembly to introduce a
ministerial Question Time had a particular significance.
Ministers' accountability to parliament was not queried, but
the interaction between the Assembly and ministers was
suHiciently novel in constitutional terms to permit speculation
as to whether they were accountable only to parliament. The
Assembly was optimistic enough to make provision in its
standing orders for ministers to be questioned on 'public affairs
or ... any matter of administration'. The early views expressed
in Parliament by the then Secretary of State for Northern
Ireland, James Prior, suggested that, within the framework
of constitutional propriety, some flexibility of practice might
be countenanced. In November 1982, he suggested that
ministers might attend the Assembly on a weekly basis to lead
discussions, or to make statements and answer questions arising
from them: liaison on both an official and informal level
between Ministers and committee chairman was to be
encouraged. Speaking to the Assembly again in June 1983,
Mr Prior was able to express satisfaction with the way the
system was working.
From the government's point of view, it was satisfactory:
it has proved possible to involve ministers in the work of the
Assembly, but to preserve the principle of parliamentary
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accountability. For precisely the same reason, the Assembly
politicians were much less satisfied, and were soon asking the
Secretary of State to consider a system of written questions
for ministers, concentrating on matters within the 'transferred'
field. This request was deflected; and in October 1984 the
Devolution Report Committee was still suggesting the same
procedure as a means of enhancing the Assembly's scrutinising
capabilities, again without success. Thereafter the matter was
not pursued.
The formula for ministerial appearances which was
eventually adopted was something of a procedural hybrid, The
,visiting minister was invited to make a statement of around
fifteen to twenty minutes' duration on a subject agreed in
advance. This statement, largely uninterrupted, was followed
by a debate on a motion to 'take note' of the minister's
comments. Debate on this motion was limited to one hour,
and the contributions of individual Members to five minutres,
after which the minister was given the opportunity to respond
to any points raised in the debate. As a procedure it had the
advantag~s of formality and structure, and it allowed issue.
to be discussed in some depth; but it lacked the immediacy
and drama - and, above all, the cutting edge - of a proper
Question Time. Frustration showed in occasional obstructiveness where the minister was kept waiting; and on one occasion
in November 1983 a vote was forced on whether or not a
minister's statement should be received.
There were seven ministerial attendances at the full Assembly
in its first year of operation, five in the second, and six in
the third, plus more numerous visits to the scrutiny committees.
The line between such inquisitorial encounters and a proper
Question Time may have been thin, but it, was one the
government was determined to retain.
'
This weakness in the Assembly's scrutinising po.wer was
emphasised by the reciprocal failure of Question Ti",e for
committee chairmen. Provision for this facility .was inchlded
in the standing orders, but was not'used until October 1983.
Once in operation, the central flaw rapidly became apparent.
Committee chairmen were simply not responsible for
departmental policy and executive action, and questions to
them could therefore be answered only in a superficial manner.

~I

I'

106 .'

~
~...(

I-

,"
·j i

"

Administration Vo136, No 2

Perhaps the system could have operated with more success
in tandem with a ministerial question time, but with the failure
to~ develop that facility, questioning chairmen possessed a
d'ebilitating lack of purpose. Between October 1983 and May
198!r"only 24 questions (oral and written) were tabled for answer
by the '~hairmen of the scrutiny committees, and thereafter
the system fell into abeyance.
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The deliberatiye function
The difficulties involved in making the scrutiny of the executive
really e£lective inevitably led the Assembly to place a
disproportionate emphasis on the deliberative aspect of its
operation - the debating of matters of interest to the province
as a whole, or, on numerous occasions, relevant only in a
constituency context. Discussions on the economy, capital
punishment, housing, tourism, social services and the like
cou ld have little practical outcome because of the restrictions
of the 1982 Act. Members themselves felt constrained to
comment on occasion on the lack of purpose which vitiated
proceedings. Nevertheless, the facilty which allowed local
representatives to place their views on the record - if only
for the consumption of constitutents - was for the most part
highly regarded by Members, even if it did cause the application
of the 'talking-shop' epithet to the Assembly's proceedings.
In its three years of regular operation, between October 1982
and December 1985, 174 substantive motions were debated in
the course of 211 sittings, while the number of constituency
problems aired ran into hundreds.
The profusion of set-piece debates was of course facilitated
by the absence of anything resembling 'government business'.
Once a motion had been tabled and circulated on a Notice
of Motion Paper for debate on 'an early day', it was the
responsibility of the Assembly's Business Committee to allocate
a time for its being brought forward. In October 1983 an
amendment was made to standing orders, requiring the
Business Committee to allocate debating time to any motion
signed by a majority of Members. The chances in any case
were reasonably high: out of 323 motions tabled between
November 1982 and December 1985, just over half found their
way onto the floor of the Chamber.
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An analysis of motions debated shows certain recurring
themes - the constitutional position of Northern Ireland, law
and order, the economy, and general social issues such as
housing, hospital services and education. The prohibition
placed by the 1982 Act on the discussion of 'excepted' matters
unless they were specifically referred by the Secretary of State
for consideration (and within the life of the Assembly, none
were) placed a much complained-of limitation on the scope
of debate. Automatically excluded 'was a whole range of
important issues 'which Members, particularly in view of the
civil unrest in the province, would have wished to see ventilated.
Among the forbidden topics were the armed forces, treason,
the judiciary, elections (parliamentary, local government or
Assembly), taxation, and special powers for dealing with
terrorism and subversion. Indeed it was only -during the
committee state of the Northern Ireland Bill-in June 1982 that
the legislation was amended to permit the discussion of
'reserved' matters - subjects such as the criminal law, firearms
and explosives, and prosecutions - a relaxation which left
with the Assembly's presiding officer the responsibility for
ensuring that debate on 'reserved' matters did not drift into
the 'excepted' field.
In fact, on only a small number of occasions did the Speaker
feel it necessary to impose in advance the limits within which
debate was to be confined. In May 1983 a motion on the report
prepared by Lord Jellicoe on the Prevention of Terrorism Act
had to be cast in the form of a request that the Secretary of
State · should refer Lord Jellicoe's findings to the Assembly
for consideration. Discussion of the Jellicoe Report itself,
falling as it did withing the 'excepted' field, was ·not permitted.
Similarly, following the success of Sinn Fein' in the local
government elections of 1985, a debate on anti-personation
legislation in June that year was restricted to the precise terms
of a motion calling on the Secretary of State to request -a re~ort
from the Assembly on the matter. (The Secretary of State <l.\d
not, in fact, refer either matter to the Assembly.) In February
1985, a debate on famine relief in Ethiopia was allowed o.nry
on condition that local attempts to raise funds within Northern
Ireland were discussed, and not the foreign policy aspects of
government intervention.
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Provision was also made by standing orders for the airing
of matters which were of more localised or temporary
iinportance. On each sitting day (and twice on Wednesdays)
oil ~ motion to adjourn the Assembly, any Member who had
previously given adequate notice of his intention to the Speaker
could raise any matter within the competence of the Assembly.
Such debates were usually of an hour's duration or less. (On
one occasion, echoing A.P Herbert, a complaint about an
unculverted str~am was delivered in verse.) At Christmas, Easter
and summer a longer debate of the same style was allowed
on a motion to adjourn the Assembly for the specified period
of the recess. In addition, in weeks when the customary
Thursday sitting of the Assembly was cancelled, a motion
tabled in the name of the Business Committee to adjourn the
Assembly until a day in the following week could be debated
for half-an-hour, with the speeches of Members being limited
to five minutes' duration. Finally, provision was also made
for special adjournment deb~tes. A Member notifying the
Speaker in advance of his intention could, at the commencement of the day's business, seek leave to move the adjournment
of the Assembly in order to have discussed a specified matter
of urgent public importance. If leave was granted, business
was interrupted at 4.00 p.m. for the special adjournment motion
to be debated for a period of up to two hours, with the
equivalent amount of time being added to the end of the day's
business. In the three years that the Assembly functioned
regularly, thirty-five applications were made for special
adjournment motions, and a further seven were raised but not
proceeded with: a total of thirteen were granted. Although it
was not a formalised aspect of the Assembly'S scrutinising
function, constituency complaints raised by the first three
procedures described above usually resulted in remedial action
being taken by ministers, whenever it was possible to do so.
From time to time the government paid tributes to the work
of the Assembly. At one stage, after its hundredth silting in
March 1983, the prime minister herself acknowledged that,
despite difficulties, the Assembly was 'making a useful
contribution to political life in Northern Ireland'. It was
difficult however for even the most ardent supporters of the
Assembly to fasten on events which conclusively demonstrated
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that the contribution was either essential or irreplaceable. The
Assembly had been designed to carry out one primary duty
- to formulate proposals for devolved government - and
it was so devised that failure to attain this objective left
comparatively little significance in any other sphere of activity.
The scrutinising and deliberative functions were not the raison
d'etre of the Assembly, and were never intended to be
permanently self-sustaining.
The non-statutory committees
Reference has already been made, in passing, to the existence
of committees established by the Assembly itself under the
general permissive provisions of section 4(4) of the 1982 Act.
Seven such committees 'to assist [the Assembly1in the discharge
of its functions' were set up in the first year of operation,
with an additional two following the signing of the AngloIrish Agreement in November 1985. These two latter (which
embodied a rather different view from the framers of the 1982
Act as to what constituted the discharge of the Assembly's
functions) will be described in a later section of this paper.
The most important of these committees in the day-to-day
life of the Assembly was the Business Committee. This consisted
of the Speaker, the chairman of the six statutory committees,
plus three Members nominated from the floor of the Assembly
to represent the 'backbench' interests of their respective parties.
The overall composition of the Committee in party terms was
therefore four OUP, three DUP, two Alliance and the Speaker,
who acted as chairman. Meeting once a week, or more often
if necessary, the main function of the Committee was to
organise the flow of business to be brought befo~e the Assembly.
It soon came to act as a channel of communication with the
Secretary of State and ministers, and as a miniature forum
for the discussion of all aspects of Assembly affairs. The
meetings of the Committee were confidential, but the onqeport
it produced in October 1983 - Review of procedures, finance
and administration - was indicative of the wide scope 'of
interests. The Business Committee assumed special impo~tance
after December 1985. Regular sittings of the Assembly as
specified in standing orders were suspended because of Unionist
anger at the signing of the Anglo-Irish Agreement. Sittings

•

t

I
:'

.1

,I

"I'

~.
I'

I

.....(

110 '

Administration Vol )6, No 2

, could be convened only by the Speaker acting at the request
·'. of th~ Business Committee. With the suspension of the
A,ssembly's prescribed functions, there was little business to
.ariange; but in its more symbolic role of advisory body to
the Siieaker, the Committee continued to meet until a matter
of days b,efore the Assembly's dissolution in June 1986.
The most eagerly anticipated committee was that dealing
with security. Responsibility for internal security in Northern
Ireland had b~en removed from local political control in the
early 1970s, and, the restoration of these powers had been
anxiously sought by Unionist politicians ever since. When
the Assembly established its Security and Home Affairs
Committee in March 1983, it was, therefore, an occasion of
some symbolic importance. The terms of reference were drawn
up by the OUP and, despite repeated attempts by the DUP
to widen their scope, were restricted to matters falling within
the 'reserved' category. The composition of the Committee was
'five OUP (including the ch~irman), four DUP and two
Alliance. Its meetings, too, were confidential, and no reports
were presented by it within the working life of the Assembly.
From formal statements made by its chairman and deputy
chairman, however, and the fact that it held a number of
meetings with the Secretary of State, it is clear that the
Committee possessed at least the potential for acting as a
valuable channel of communication with the government on
matters of considerable importance to most people in the
province. The fact that the last meeting with the Secretary
of State, in July 1985, ended abruptly when the deputy
chairman of the Committee referred to Mr Hurd as a liar,
was perhaps indicative of the dissatisfaction of some Members
at being allowed to act only as a channel of communication.
Its last meeting was held in October 1985. The Committee
was never formally discharged, but since its operation depended
almost entirely upon co·operation being extended by the
government, it could have exercised only a diminished role
in the period of deteriorating relations with the Northern
Ireland Office which followed the signing of the Anglo-Irish
Agreement.
If the profile of the Devolution Report Committee was
higher, it was because the Committee represented in microcosm
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the major function the Assembly had been established to fulfil. .
Unfortunately the task of reaching agreement on devolution
proposals proved to be no less difficult in the committee room
than on the floor of the Assembly. Established in May 1984
(five OUP including the chairman, four DUP, two Alliance),
it was not until October 1985, with the aid of Sir Frederick
Catherwood as interlocutor, that the Assembly parties were
able to agree among themselves on the principles upon which
negotiations might begin with the government and the
abstentionist SDLP. The advent of the Anglo-Irish Agreement
in the following month meant that the 'Catherwood plan'
never became the negotiating blueprint which its authors had
intended. In the emotive atmosphere which then developed,
the plan was formally withdrawn by the Unionists early in
1986. Shortly afterwards, in March 1986, the Committee itself
was formally discharged. Besides the Catherwood proposals,
the Committee produced two other reports, the first dealing
with ways in which the Assembly could be made to operate
more effectively in its pre-devolutionary phase, and the second
setting out the proposals for a future form of government for
the province which had been submitted by the participating
parties themselves, as well as by various constitutional experts.
A fourth 'report' took the form of a winding-up exercise, and
brought forward previously unpublished papers and minutes
of proceedings.
The Broadcasting Committee (two OUP, two DUP and two
Alliance, including the Chairman) was conceived towards the
end of the Assembly's first year, when it was still possible
to have some optimism about the prospects of making political
progress. At an early stage it became appareflt that televised
broadcasting was not a realistic option, and 'thereafter the
Committee confined its investigations to the radio broadcasting
of proceedings. The continued abstention of the SDLP, and
the boycott of the Assembly by the OUP Members· in ..198384, robbed the Assembly of much credibility however; and'even
when the Unionists returned, the halting progress made' by
the Devolution Report Committee left the broadcasting
authorities reluctant to make the financial commitment which
would have been necessary for the regular broadGasting of
proceedings. The sum involved was not considerable - £68;000
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'. was the theoretical figure put forward by the broadcasting
\authorities themselves, and there were indications that the
,figure could have been reduced by negotiation - but the failure
of '~he media 10 even initiate discussion on the basis of such
prop6s.als left the Committee with no viable function to fulfil.
It was not formally discharged, but did not meet after finalising
its first andonly report, in May 1985.
Section 26(·1) of the Northern Ireland Constitution Act, 1973
(as amended lly, the 1982 Act) gave to the Assembly and its
Members the sanie powers, privileges and immunities as were
held by the House of Commons. As early as the Assembly's
fourth sitting in 1982 - even before a Committee of Privileges
had been established - complaint was made of a newspaper
report which reflected upon the dignity of honourable
Members. The Committee of Privileges was set up in December
1982 (four OUP, three DUP including the chairman, and two
Alliance) and produced three reports between then and May
1986. The matters dealt with in t'hese reports were an interview
on BBC television given by a Sinn Fein Assembly Member;
the conduct of a DUP Assemblyman in the presence of an
Assembly committee; and the attitude of the RUC towards
permitting access to parliament buildings by Members' armed
escorts. The number and variety of complaints which were
made but not reported upon were perhaps even more indicative
of the sensibilities of the Assembly Members. All told, the
Speaker was required to rule on thirteen privilege applications
between December 1982 and December 1985; in eight instances
he found that a prima facie case of breach of privilege had
been committed, but in five of these, no further action was
taken.
Brief reference may also be made to two other committees.
The Committee on Procedure was established at the first si tting
of the Assembly on 11 November 1982, and charged with
drawing up new standing orders. It was made up of five OUP
members, four DUP and two Alliance, and was chaired by
the Speaker. Its report was presented before the end of '
November, and despite the recommendation contained therein
that the committee should be re-appointed at an appropriate
time to review the operation of standing orders, it never met
again. A call from the OUP in May 1983 to re-establish the
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Committee was not acted upon; and in October 1983 it was
the Business Committee which reviewed the operation of the
Assembly and suggested amendments to standing orders.
Finally the Services Committee, established in February 1983
'to advise Mr Speaker on the provision of accommodation and
service' had a membership of eleven (five OUP, four DUP
and two Alliance, including the Chairman). It produced two
brief reports - in November 1983 and February 1985 - which
covered a range of 'services' from stationery and postal facilities
to Christmas cards, and which demonstrated that the Speaker
did not invariably accept the advice offered to him.
Membership and meetings
The representation of the parties returned in October 1982
remained relatively unaltered throughout the life of the
Assembly. The Official Unionist Party had 26 Members
returned, and this was increased to 27 following a by-election
in April 1983 resulting from the disqualification of an SDLP
Member. During the confused period of the Party's boycott
of the Assembly - of which more below - four Members
defied the instructions of the leadership and resumed
attendance, with the conseque\1t loss of the party whip: all
but one of these subsequently re-applied for, and received, the
whip, but one remained as an independent Member. A
diminution in strength caused by two deaths in the Party
(E.S.D. Graham in December 1983, and R. R. McCullough
in June 1985) was in both cases made good by the election
of new OUP members. Party strength therefore fluctuated
between 26 and 27.
For the DUP, 21 members were returned. One Member G. Seawright - was expelled from the Party "at. the end of
1984, following the public outcry resulting from his comments
made in a committee of Belfast City Council that ·Roman
Catholics should be 'incinerated'. He, too, became independent.
The Alliance Party strength remained constant al'~en
Members; while the various independents constituted initially·
a group of two, rising to four as a result of the defections
from the Unionist parties described above. On the absientionist
side, the only changes from the strength as elected (SDLP
fourteen and Sinn Fein five) were the loss by the SDLl' of
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one' .s eat following the disqualification of S. Mallon in
\ Decerpber 1982, and the resignation from the same Party in
early 1986 of P. O'Hare.
Yhe salaries and allowances of the Members were determined
by r~f~repce to a comparability formula of three-fifths of the
rates pai,d to Westminster MPs. In 1982 the figures were [8,700
for salary, with up to [5,292 in secretarial allowances, plus
expenses fdr. travelling. The presiding officer received an
additional salary of [9,495, and the chairman and deputy
chairman of the· six departmental scrutiny committees an
additional [2,900 and[l,450 respectively. Increases which took
effect in the early part of 1985 gave an ordinary Member a
salary of [10,139, with [7,525 secretarial allowance, with the
presiding officer, chairmen and deputy chairmen eligible for
additions of [10,907, [3,380 and [1,690 respectively.
Whether such sums were regarded as adequate compensation
for the responsibilities of public representation was presumably
a matter of subjective judgemeiu for each Member. There was
considerable variation in the declared occupatiqnal backgtounds of the Members. The aup numbered among its
members ten businessmen, five farmers, four representatives
of various branches of the legal profession, two teachers, two
housewives, two full-time public representatives, a minister
of the gospel and a production manager. The DUP drew its
strength from four farmers, four manual workers, four
ministers of the gospel, four businessmen, two barristers, a
civil servant, a full-time public representative and a party
secretary. The Alliance Party's prevailing ethos was probably
discernible in its membership of three teachers, two farmers
(one of them a peer of the realm), two solicitors, a barrister!
university lecturer an accountant, and a chartered surveyor.
The two Unionist Members outside the main parties were an
ex-barrister and an ex-shop steward in the shipyard. (For
purposes of comparison, the SDLP Members originally
returned consisted of three teachers, two publicans, a university
lecturer, a 'company director, a solicitor, a GP, a chartered
accountant, an estate agent, an economist, a political agent
and one with no declared occupation. Among the Sinn Fein
Members who declared an occupation were a building worker,
a full-time public representative, and a party worker.) The
l
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significance which may be attached to the fact that only three
women (two OUP and one SDLP) were returned out of the
eight who stood for election is a matter of conjecture. In total,
184 candidates were nominated.
The representational experience which the attending
Members brought to the Assembly varied considerably. At one
end of the scale were Members who had never stood for elected
office before; at the other, Ian Paisley, the DUP leader and
John Taylor of the OUP had served in the old Stormont
Parliament, in the 1973-74 Assembly, and the 1975 Constitutional Convention, as well as each holding seats both at
Westminster and the European Parliament. In all, seven of
the attending Members were also MPs, a figure which rose
to twelve after the 1983 General Election (when the number
of Northern Ireland seats had been increased) but fell to eleven
after the by-elections in January 1986. Another Member Lord Dunleath - also sat in the House of Lords. Most,
however, had gained their representational experience in local
government: just over eighty per cent of the candidates (79
out of 97) field ed by the OUP, DUP and Alliance for the
Assembly elections had this background. Possibly as a result
of increased commitments, a smaller proportion, around 64
per cent of the 59 attending Members, were returned in the
local government elections of 1985.
Sittings of the Assembly were fixed by standing orders for
Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday of each week (repeating
the pattern of the 1973-74 Assembly), with the hours of sitting
set at 2.30 p.m.-6.30 p.m. on the first and third of these days,
and 2.30-10.30 p.m. on the second. With experience it was
found that three sittings per week were not necessary for the
transaction of business, and after March 1983 ' the Thursday
sitting was usually dropped. When pressure ' of business
required it, however - usually just before a r~cess - the
Thursday sitting was revived. Exceptional sittings aisq took
place on a Monday (November 1982, March 1985, June 1986),
Friday (July 1983) and Saturday (November 1985). Both the
longest (20 hours 33 minutes) and the shortest (10 miI1utes)
sittings took place in the first session, on 10/ 11 May 1983
and 9 December 1982 respectively. The number of .meetlngs
of the Assembly over the four years - 55, 70, 68 and 37
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,-produced a consistent average of approximately four-and-ahal(h'ours for each sittin'g.
I!\ relation to attendance at committees, the diligence of
Assembly Members has already been noted_ It has to be said,
howeVi,r, that such application was by no means the automatic
concomit"nt of membership. As early as December 1982, when
the Speaker, James Kilfedder, sought to announce the
disposition o~. places on the scrutiny committees, a highlypublicised row broke out. An Official Unionist spokesman
objected to the 'important' Agriculture and Environment
committees both being given to the Democratic Unionists, and
accused Kilfedder of favouring the DUP as a reward for their
having supported his candidature for the Speakership. The
DUP at once made this attack on the Speaker a matter of
privilege. The Official Unionists accordingly refused to take
their places on the scrutiny committees; and although, after
another series of acrimonious ex~hanges with the Speaker, they
eventually did so in early February 1983, it was noticeable
that the leader and deputy leader of the OUP, alone of all
the attending Members, had refused to put forward their names
to serve on the committees. By 16 February, an OUP Member
had already announced his resignation from the two
committees to which he had been appointed.
For most of the remainder of 1983, some members of the
OUP openly displayed their impatience with the Assembly's
consultative and scrutinising role, and pressed for rapid
progress to be made towards a position where the devolving
of powers would give tangible purpose to the Assembly's
operations. Failure to make such progress did nothing to allay
their impatience. In November, following the massacre of three
worshippers at a churcli in Darkley, Co Armagh, the party
withdrew from the Assembly in protest at the government's
security policy. A few weeks later, on 7 December, the Party's
Assembly spokesman on law and order was murdered at his
place of work, Queen 's University.
In January 1984 an OUP Member defied the boycott and
returned to the Assembly, to be joined in the following month
by three colleagues. The remainder of the Party continued
to operate the boycott until May 1984. No assessment was ever
attempted of the impact made by the boycott on the
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government's security policy; but its effect on the credibility
the Assembly was considerable (The approbation which
greeted the Assembly's hundredth sitting on 27 March 1984
was considerably diminished by the fact that only 33 of the
78 elected Members were in a position to celebrate the
achievement.) No further boycotts were staged until the
withdrawal of the Alliance Party in December 1985, in protest
at the way the Assembly was being used to demonstrate
opposition to the Anglo-Irish Agreement.
.
Overall, the demeanour of the Members in the first three
years was polite and restrained. On only three occasions was
the authority of the Chair defied to the point where Mem!:>.ers
were ordered to withdraw from the Chamber. In August 1984,
a DUP Member was ordered to withdraw following his outburst
when the Speaker failed to select his amendment; on that
occasion the sitting had to be suspended. The conduct of
another DUP Member protesting against the presence of a
government minister in the Chamber led to his being ordered
out in March 1985. Finally, the leader and chief whip of the
Alliance Party were ordered to leave the Assembly precincL!i
in July 1985, following their refusal to withdraw remarks
('gangsters' and 'thugs') used. against members of the DUP,
and ruled by the Speaker to be unparliamentary. (In general,
the Speaker sought to avoid ruling on what constituted
unparliamentary language, and usually succeeded in having
offensive comments withdrawn.)

or

The Anglo-Irish Agreement
The signing of the Anglo-Irish Agreement on 15 November
1985 had an immediate effect on the task of seeking devolution
- it effecti vely halted all progress - but it had a more delayed
effect on the scrutiny and deliberative process. In essence, it
created a barrier of distrust and non-cooperation b«tween
the
,
Unionist politicians and the Northern Ireland OfCiceministers,
and fundamentally altered the circumstances . in ~hieb the
Assembly envisaged by the 1982 Act was designed to oper,ue, .
The Agreement was signed on 15 November, and .an
emergency sitting of the Assembly was held on the following
day, a Saturday. Despite Article I of the Agreement affirming
that no change had taken pl,ice or would take place in the
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'- constitutional status of Northern Ireland without the consent
'of a majority, and Article 4 containing a commitment by both
the' London and Dublin governments towards securing
devbl!,tion of powers to an Assembly, the Agreement and what
it stoOd for represented an affront to fundamental Unionist
principles, A: motion repudiating the Agreement in all its
aspects was duly passed, despite opposition from the Alliance
Party. The tex.!, of the resolution was conveyed to the Queen,
and the prime minister was invited, as a matter of urgency,
to address the Assembly on the matter. The same week saw
an announcement by the Unionist leaders of a withdrawal
of all support and cooperation from the government, and an
undertaking not to advise or in any way communicate with
NIO ministers.
The prime minister declined the invitation to address the
Assembly, but agreed to meet a delegation pf Assembly
Members. This meeting took pl;Ice at Downing Street on 25
November. After two hours of discussion the prime minister
remained fully committed to the Agreement.
Based as it was on interaction with the executive, the
Assembly'S scrutiny system was one of the first victims of a
policy of non-cooperation. On 19 November a report from
the Environment Committee on a review of aspects of the
administration of public health and building control was
briefly debated in the Assembly and then, despite opposition
from the Alliance Party, referred back to the Committee for
further consideration. Such a move was entirely permissible
under standing orders, but there was no doubt in any Member's
mind tbat the report would never be brought back before the
Assembly. A week later it was announced that the Finance
and Personnel Committee had decided not to present to the
Assembly the report it was preparing on the proposal for a
draft Occupiers' Liability Order, referred to the Assembly by
the Secretary of State in October, with a request for comments
to be forwarded by early December. In response to requests
from the Alliance Party, the Speaker made a carefully worded
statement which avoided ruling too precisely on whether such
an action constituted a breach of the Assembly's obligations
under section 3 of the 1982 Act. After further Alliance pressure,
the Speaker made another brief statement on 3 December. He
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quoted from section 3(3} of the 1982 Act:
The Assembly may report to the Secretary of State the views
expressed in the Assembly on any matter expressed by it
under this section, and shall do so if the Secretary of State
so requests; and any such request may require the report
to be made within a specified period.
He observed that the Assembly'S obligations under the
legislation were clearly expressed. By then, however, it was
equally clear that the Unionist Members had no intention of
even pretending to honour their statutory obligations.
This was made explicit early in December with the
establishing of a Committee on the Government of Northern
Ireland. This Committee's terms of reference we~e wide-ranging
- 'to examine the implications of the Anglo-Irish Agreement
for the government and future of Northern Ireland and the
operation of the Northern Ireland Constitution Act 1973 and
the Northern Ireland Act 1982'. While the Committee was
discharging this task, all normal meetings of the Assembly
and its scrutiny committees were to stand suspended (with
th.e exception of the Finance an<j. Personnel Commillee, which
was silting to investigate the possible implications of the
Anglo-Irish Agreement for the Northern Ireland Civil Service.)
Henceforth meetings of the Assembly could only be called by
the Speaker, after consultation with the Business Committee.
The membership of the Committee on Government consisted
of nineteen (ten aup including the chairman, eight DUP and
one independent Unionist) and indeed would have consisted
of twenty-three - more than one-third of the entire attending
membership - had the Alliance Party not refus~d all efforts
at cooption (including a DUP attempt to nominaie Members
without their consent). Provision was also made for the
broadcasting of the Committee proceedings. In both r~\t and
membership the Committee seemed designed.to act as a
minaturised version of the Assembly itself.
.
The debate on the appointing of the Committee on
Government on 5 December was acrimonious. The Alliance
Party, in line with the Speaker's statement of 3 December,
asserted that by wilfully suspending its functions in this way,
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the Assembly was in clear breach of its statutory obligations.
attempt was made by the Unionists lO refute this
contention; but the result of the divisions forced by the Alliance
Members was never in any doubt. The Committee was
established, and the Alliance Party withdrew forthwith from
the deb~ting chamber. The remaining Members proceeded lO
pass a resolution that an anti-Agreement banner should be
errected across the balcony at the front of Parliament Buildings
bearing the legend 'The Northern Ireland Assembly Says
"NO": At the conclusion. of business, the Assembly slOod
adjourned sine die, and the focus of attention moved to the
Committee on Government.
The First Report from the Committee was presented to a
sitting of the Assembly convened by the Speaker for 19 January.
The report consisted of an exhaustive and unremittingly critical
analysis of the Anglo-Irish Agreement. One practical
conclusion reached was that '- notwithstanding the failure
of the Finance and Personnel Committee to make the least
progress in their investigation - the Assembly's scrutiny
committees should be re-activated to help the Committee on
Government investigate the inter-action which might take
place between Northern Ireland departments and the Intergovernmental Ministerial Conference. A resolution was
therefore passed countermanding the 5 December ban on
scrutiny committee activity, and instructing the committees
to investigate the implications of the Agreement for the work
of the Northern Ireland departments.
The response of the Secretary of State's Office on 6 February
to th-e committees' requests for information came as no surprise.
The matters which the committees wished to investigate were
political, and it was therefore inappropriate for departmental
officials to become involved, although the Secretary of State
himself would meet the committee chairman, if that was
agreeable, and discuss matters further. The Committee on
Government seized on this response, and in their Second
Report, presented on II February, concluded that 'it is now
apparent that the Secretary of State has wilfully put his hand
to the Assembly's destruction'.
The basis of this conclusion was explained by the deputy
chairman of the Committee on Government as the Second
Liu~e
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Report was being endorsed by the Assembly on II February.
The scrUliny committees had been appointed to monitor the
workings of the Northern Ireland departments, and no
distinction had ever been drawn between aspects of those
workings which could or could not be examined. Now,
following the signing of an inter-governmental agreement
which might well have implications for the operations of the
Northern Ireland administration, the scrutiny committees empowered as they were under the 1982 Act to initiate
investigations of their own volition - were being prevented
from carrying out the very task for which they had been
appointed. This was taken as evidence not only of the
government's attempting to hide the effects of the Anglo-Irish
Agreement, but pointed also to the existence of a plan to destroy
the present Assembly, so that it could be replaced by a more
flexible successor.
Such a case was not without reason, bUl its logic was to
some extent undermined by the fact that it was the politicians
who, on 5 December, had suspended the scrutinising function
of the Assembly. For his part, the Secretary of State was still
trying to maintain life in the system. From early December
until the second week in February, two proposals for draft
orders in Council and a consultative document had been
referred by lhe Secretary of Slale for consideration, and the
government's response to eleven Assembly reports had been
issued. All of these had simply been ignored by the Assembly
- even the practice of the Speaker reading out messages from
the Secretary of State having been discontinued.
In truth, while both politicians and government wished to
see the scrutiny function re-activated, a wide . gap had now
opened up between their perceptions of what ' was entailed.
Whereas the government continued to see the scrutiny function
in terms of the task the Assembly had been establi~hed to
perform, the politicians now seemed interested in the function
only as an adjunct to their campaign opposing the Agreement
- no attempt was made to resume. the 'investigatiojj,&
discontinued at 5 December, or to pick up the matters referred
since by the Secretary of Slate. The resignation, therefore, on
II February of the chairman and fOUI of his colleagues from
the Environment Committee, plus a similar 'action shortly
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. afterwards by the Chairman of the Agriculture Committee,
": was a. gesture which perhaps possessed more symbolic than
a<;tual significance: certainly there was no widespread move
to 'emulate it.
By'tJ:ie following month the process of deterioration reached
its conc4'sion. The Third Report from the Committee on
Government, debated on 13 March, concluded that since the
scrutiny fu"ction of the Assembly had been made an
impossibility by the actions of the Secretary of State, that
function should be placed in abeyance; and that the deliberative
function of the Assembly should be maintained only to provide
a focus of organised opposition to the Anglo-Irish Agreement.
At the conclusion of the debate adopting this report, resolutions
were passed instructing the scrutiny committees to formally
present their unpublished minutes of evidence and proceedings .
.Two other recommendations of the Third Report were also
adopted and acted upon. Since devolution was now seen as
an integral part of the Anglo-Irish process, it became a matter
which in future should properly be considered, if at all , in
the context of opposition to the Anglo-Irish Agreement.
Accordingly, the Devolution Report Committee was formally
discharged, and its function merged with that of the Committee
on Government. Secondly, in the wake of the 'day of action'
- a day of province-wide strikes held on 3 March as a gesture
of protest against the Agreement - allegations had been made
by various employees that they had been pr~ssurised by their
employers to ignore the strike call and attend work as usual.
As recommended by the Third Report, a Committee on
Victimisation in Employment was set up (three OUP, two
DUP including the chairman) to investigate and report upon
these allegations. (The Report of the Committee, presented
the following month, concluded that the paucity of evidence
that intimidation had taken place was proof that, faced with
the prospect of investigation by a committee of elected
representatives, employers preferred to withdraw earlier threats
issued against employees).
Twelve further meetings of the Assembly were held between
13 March and the eventual dissolution of the Assembly on
23 ] une, and at each meeting continued opposition was voiced
to the Anglo-Irish Agreement and the ministers who upheld
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it. Perhaps inevitably, a somewhat unreal atmosphere
prevailed. The Secretary of State was accused of breach of
privilege for comments he was alleged to have made against
the Assembly's Speaker in the course of a radio interview. The
Northern Ireland Office was suspected of underhand acts
ranging from encouraging public agencies to harass Assembly
Members about allegedly unpaid bills and income tax, LO
supposedly pressuring Buckingham Palace into withdrawing
a DUP Assemblyman's invitation to a garden party. The BBC
were said, pleading technical difficulties, to have interrupted
a broadcast from the House of Commons, so that a tribute
to the Speaker of the Assembly from the Opposition spokesman
on Northern Ireland should not be transmitted. The Chief
Constable of the RUC was described as 'base', lacking in
decency and good manners, and of treating the Assembly with
'the utmost contempt'. The telephone switchboard in
parliament buildings was taken over by fourteen DUP Members
on the morning of 15 May, as a protest marking six months
of the Anglo-Irish Agreement: incoming callers were not
connected to government departments but were informed
instead of the party's opposition to the Agreement. Police had
LO smash down the door with sledgehammers before ejecting
the protesters.
.
With the exception of the switchboard takeover, the Secretary
of State's Office ignored all the outbursts. Even by the end
of May, proposals for draft orders and consultative documents
were still being formally referred to the Assembly for
consideration, while the last proof statuLOry rule arrived on
the morning of 23 June. It was in the same spirit that the
Speaker on 4 June announced that the Assembly summer recess
would run from JO July until 9 September, bu\ that ihere
would be no obstacle to recalling the Assembly for an
emergency sitting at any time during that period.
"
There was, however. an increasing. if unvoiced, realisation
that the government could not indefinitely permit the Assem'bly
LO behave in such a defiant manner. When would the axe fall?
At one stage it was believed that nothing wQuld be done until
after the summer, if only to allow the Assembly to act as a
safety valve for the expression of Unionist feeling throughout
the traditionally tense 'marching season'. Others felt that the
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end would come quickly, and without warning. When the
". AsseI1)bly Dissolution Order was laid before Parliament on
12- Jllne, however, the only question which remained
una,nswered was the date when it would be signed by Her
Majesw in Council. Amid ever-changing speculation as to the
probab'Je date, the Unionists asserted that, if only for symbolic
purposes;- it was essential that the Assembly should actually
be sitting as its dissolutipn was announced.
If the date 'a~d duration of sittings became unpredictable
as a result of this requirement, then the content of the debates
assumed a stereotyped form as the same ground was repeatedly
turned over. The Anglo-Irish Agreement, Anglo·Irish
Agreement (Foreign Aid), Anglo-Irish Agreement (Review of
Operation), Anglo·Irish Agreement (Security), Future of the
Assembly, Anglo·Irish Agreement (Parades and Processions)
Current Situation in Public Affairs - these were the motions
debated at the weekly sittings held in May and June. By 18
June, the atmosphere was valedictory. The leaders of the two
Unionist parties paid tribute to the Speaker for his years of
service in the chair, and ordered that a suitable photograph
of him should be hung in the Assembly library, beside the
portraits of paSt Speakers of the Northern Ireland parliament.
The leader of the OUP, in his capacity as chairman of the
Committee on Government, made a long statement which
formally placed on the record an account of how more than
three years of attempts by the Assembly to make progress
towards devolution had been consistently thwarted by the
credulity of the Northern Ireland Office, the machinations of
the Foreign Office, and the intransigence of the SDLP. An
address to the Queen and a submission to the Privy Council,
both praying against the dissolution of the Assembly, were
also resolved upon. On the following day, 19 June, the Speaker
gave his formal summing up of events since October 1982,
ending with a plea that, whatever the provocation, the Members
should ensure that the Assembly came to a dignified end. Since
this day, a Thursday, was thought to be a probable date for
a meeting of the Privy Council, the sitting was prouacted until
2.30 the following morning to ensure that no surprise
announcement of dissolution would be made while the
Assembly was not sitting.
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The same rationale informed the decision to meet in special
session the following Monday, 23 June, at 9.00 a.m. There
was some uncertainty to begin with: would a Dissolution Order
signed that day be given retrospective effect, and thus remove
privilege from any remarks made by Members during the course
of the entire sitting? That incertitude passed, and later the
Speaker had to caution certain Members tha t their comments
could be interpreted as incitement aga inst members of the RUC.
When at 3.54 p.m., the speaker rose to read aloud the forma l
notification he had just received that the Dissolution Order
had been signed, the motion being debated was 'Thar this
Assembly still says "No".' As they were removed by the police
some ten hours later, the twenty-one members (eighteen DUP,
two OUP and one independent Unionist) who had occupied
the Chamber after the reading of the Order were still protesting.
Conclusion
The controversy surrounding the last months of the Assembly's
existen ce has tended to cast a retrospective shadow over its
entire existence. Because it ended up as a Unionist-only body,
endlessly discussing ma tters over whicli it had no control, it
was easy for opponents of the Assembly to claim always to
have seen it in those terms.
Now were such claims without founda tion. The ultimate
reality under which the Assembly operated was that, pending
devolution, it was designed to be without significant powers,
so that local politicians could rehearse the skills of government,
and earn power as they proved capable of exercising it in a
responsible fashion.
In practical terms, therefore, the Assembly always operated
within definite, if ill-recognised, limitations. Ministers might
be subject to intermittent scrutiny by the Assembly, but they
were bound by cons tant parliamen tary accoun!ability.
Irrespective of the number of departmental officials who
appeared for questioning by scrutiny committees, political
responsibility for their answers remained outside the committee
room. Hundreds of organisations and individuals could give
their views to the committees, but the consultative interaction
between electors a nd legislators remained circumscribed by
factors outside local control. On the deliberative side, -
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impressive statistics could be generated in terms of hours spent
., in debate, but the range of subjects within the Assembly's
purview remained restricted.
'It was anomalous, therefore, but unavoidable, that the
Assembly could discuss public expenditure priorities within
Northe~n Ireland, but not the system of taxation used to raise
the money. It could debate the consequences of terrorism, but
not the full . range of actions to combat it Members could
be charged ~.Lh devising a system of government for the
province, yet not be allowed to debate the franchise for their
own election. The gap between what Assembly Members
wished to do (influence government policy across the entire
spectrum of public affairs) and what the Assembly was designed
to do (formulate proposals for a devolved system of government)
was unbridgeable.
It has already been noted that, when the Assembly met for
its final session, it had spent, on average, four-and-a-half hours
per sitting in discussing the affairs of Northern Ireland. That
statistic may be contrasted with the figure of twenty-one
minutes per day which, the Lord Privy Seal announced in
1985, was the average amount of parliamentary time devoted
to Northern Ireland affairs at Westminster.
It is of course impossible to translate such figures into an
exact assessment of how 'worthwhile' the Assembly was, other
than ·to say that it obviously represented a significant
contribution to the operation at local level of the democratic
process. Ultimately, however, it was perhaps the kind of
contribution which is more readily recognised by its absence
than by its presence.

Capital Budgeting in Irish Hospitals A Comment
GERARD McHUGH

Gerard McHugh is a lecturer in accounting and financial
management at Trinity College, Dublin
In a recent issue of Administration (35/1), Keating reported
research on the capital budgeting practices of large voluntary
acute-care hospitals in Ireland. In view of the current fin,!ncial
difficulties facing the health sector in Ireland, this is an
important topic. Therefore, I preface my comments with a
welcome for Keating's research.
The research was prompted by his observation of the
problems relating to these budgeting praci"ices. The most
pressing, he suggests, is the reluctance of hospital management
to use the capital budgeting procedures that have been
developed over the past thirty years.
Keating's article demonstrates that capital budgeting
practices in Irish hospitals need to be improved and he makes
a number of 'specific recommendations. However, there are
certain substantive and methodological difficulties that need
to be taken into account, and I suggest that Keating's article
would be better seen as the first word rather than the last
on this difficult issue.
Keating's article is in two parts. In the first part, he presents
a procedure for the rational analysis of capital expenditure
in hospitals which has been distilled from the literature on
hospital budgeting. This is presented as an 'id,eal-type'
evaluation system. In the second part, he repo~ts the research
he carried out in order to evaluate how the capilal budgeting
practices of Irish hospitals measure up to this ideal type. My
response considers these parts separately.
"
. 'Proposed procedures for capital budgeting
Keating proposes an eight-step model that hospitals sholJld
follow in evaluating capital projects. The first six steps set
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out the well-understood discounting cash flow (DCF)
.'.. technique. The final two steps warn the decision-maker to
'consider also the non-monetary issues relating to the capital
prqjects and to ensure that the information feedback system
is ef~ctive.
At riist sight, this proposal seems reasonable. One could
hardly envisage a financial appraisal technique which did not
consider the,suggested variables. Nonetheless, the simplicity
of the . proposal. should alert us. If evaluation is so clear-cut,
one might reasoni\bly ask why hospital managements are not
already using such methods? After all, the proposal is not so
different from the original formulation of the model presented
by Joel Dean in 195L'
The reasons which Keating offers to explain this reluctance
do not provide a satisfactory understanding of this problem.
The relucta nce, he suggests, relates to the difficulties
encountered in measuring hospital outputs, 'in designing
measures of efficiency and, perhaps more importantly, in the
failure of doctors to take a central role in the capital budgeting
process. Of course, these are partial explanations; broadly
speaking, I go along with them. However I am sceptical about
Keating's rather wild assertion that the reason doctors are nO!
involved in the budgeting process is tha t they are ' the least
attuned to the institutional and organisational goals of
hospitals' (p. 8).
There are, I suggest, three possible strands one might explore
in order to understand more fully why the DCF technique
is not widely used in our hospitals. An obvious if simplistic
explanation might be that the quality of financial expertise
in hospital management is weak and that managers are simply
unaware of the benefits to be derived from the use of reasonably
sophisticated evaluation techniques. Although one cannot go
along completely with this explanation, it would be wrong
to dismiss it. It is only recently that some of our publicly
funded institutions have begun to recognise the importance
of sound financial management.
However, two more fruitful lines of enquiry exist. The first,
coming from the 1970 developments in information economics,
questions whether the benefits derived from using discounting
techniques actually outweigh the costs associated with their
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implementation. The evidence in this area is not conclusive
but it does suggest that in certain circumstances, the simple
rule of thumb techniques frequently observed in practice can
represent optimal reactions to information costs and benefits
in an uncertain world (Scapens 1984). Thus, as a first step
one would need to carry out a more thorough investigation
into the outcomes of the investments made by hospitals in
order to know whether the fault for poor outcomes is correctly
attributed to inadequacies at the appraisal stage.
Of course, this is not to say that Keating's ideal model does
not improve on the techniques in use. Rather, it suggests-that
we should be mindful of the consequences (both intended and.
unintended) of adopting proposals in cases where there is still
an active and unresolved debate on the nature of the problem
of optimal investment decision·making.
The second avenue might be to assess the relevance of the
capital budgeting theory in the hospital setting as opposed
to the commercial setting where it was developed. Note that
the DCF technique was developed from the nco·classical
economic theory of the firm utilising a single objective function
- to maximise shareholders' wealth. While more recent
advances have shown that the model can be refined to
accommodate more complex' situations, it is far from
established that the traditional DCF technique should be the
primary capital budgeting tool in use in organisations with
objectives other than maximising wealth or even organisations
with multiple objectives (Bhaskar 1979). Lister (1984) suggests
that a reason for management's failure to ·adopt sophisticated
evaluation models has been the failure of the models to
explicitly integrate the strategic dimension of decision-making.
Moreover, research by Sundem in 1975 and more'recently Haka
in 1987 seems to imply that any success resulting from the
adoption of a discounting cash flow technique depends on
internal and external organisational variables ' which
researchers are only beginning to understand.
Sundem and Haka ask that finance theory be linked to th~
contingency theory of organisation design. This rather simple.
idea suggests that it is necessary to tailor the design of any
control/evaluation system and its mode of operation 10 t h e " ,
particular characteristics of the organisation in which it is
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implemented. This claim has been reinforced by many
\ accounting and finance researchers and interestingly, it is a
\onclusion which practitioners seem to have reached long
before the academic community formalised contingency theory.
It is'precisely the lack of an analysis of the contingencies facing
hospiial,s that makes it difficult to accept Keating's proposal
as it stands.
Evidence on d.pital budgeting practices
Keating assesses evidence on the quality of capital budgeting
practices in Irish hospitals (p. 11). He examines this by
measuring the presence of procedures deemed necessary for
'good' capital budgeting. 'Goodness' in this context is a
measure of the match between the 'actual procedures' observed
and the 'ideal' model presented in the first part of his paper.
Keating's paper reports an analysis and evaluation of the
quality of capital budgeting practices based upon six questions
asked of 29 hospital administra'tors:

I. How long a time period does your capital expenditure
budget cover?
2. Who generates initial requests for capital expenditure?
(A choice of persons was presented.)
3. Which of the following items of information is required
Cor each capital expenditure proposal? (All important
variables in the DCF model were presented.)
4. Are the capital expenditure budgeting requests divided
into the following (or similar) broad categories?
_(Categories presented were; Urgent, Essential, Economically desireable, Generally desirable.)
5. Which of the following approaches are used for screening
investment proposals? (A selection oC the most common
methods was provided.)
6. When there is a shortage of funds for capital expenditure
purposes what criterion is used to rank competing capital
investment proposals? (A selection of appropriate
techniques was provided.)
On the basis of the answers to these questions, Keating
concludes that there are major weaknesses in the capital
budgeting practices in our hospitals. Clearly, the methodology
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raises any number of questions but two in particular are worthy
of consideration. Firstly, Keating's use of the answers to his
six procedural questions as a proxy for the 'quality' of
budgeting practice is suspect. While they may provide some
clues, the notion of 'quality' is more commonly understood
to be a measure of effectiveness or performance and h ence must
be tied in to a discussion of ends (which of course are
contestable). Keating completely avoids discussing what these
ends might be.
Secondly, even if quality could be interpreted in the way
it has been here, it is even more doubtful tha t Keating's
questionnaire (or any questionnaire for that matter) is
discrimina ting enough to elicit the information needed in order
to assess the quality of the system 'in action' (which of course
is the only way one would be concerned to measure it). Question
2 reproduced in full helps to illustrate this point.
Question 2.

Who generates initial requests for capital
expenditure?

Answer

Number oJ
hospitals
Accountant
Heads of department
Secretary/manager
Board of management
Other (please specify)

7
4

%
2.94
64 .. 71
20.59
11.76

34.

]00.00

I

22

o

o

Keating comments:
The most common generators of requests for capital
expenditure in the hospitals are the department heads (65
per cent); the administrators generate 21 per cent of reques!-S.
The literature contends that capital expenditure requests
should come primarily from department heads - tl)ey are
the people who are most aware of what capital equipment
is needed to keep their departments functioning smoothly.
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" So ends the analysis of question 2. The reader might well
\ be excused for wondering what this commentary means in
ihe context of hospital budgeting. However, we are told
nofl\ing further about this frequency distribution until the
concfuding section when Keating identifies a major weakness
in hosp~al budgeting as: 'department heads are not always
involved in prioritising capital budget requests'.
My primar.x, concern is not with Keating's conclusion per
se but' rather w,ith the epistemological and methodological
question concerning what a researcher needs to do in order
to form a view about the quality of budgeting systems - after
all, the publication of this research implies that it constitutes
part of our 'knowledge stock'.
There has been methodological debate for a number of years
both in the organisational and accounting literature (see, for
example, Administrative Science Quarterly 24 (December 1979)
and Accounting Organizations, and Society 8/ 4 (1983). II the
debates have had any conclusions, one is that accounting and
budgeting systems can never be truly understood outside their
societal and organisational contexts. The methodological
implication of such a conclusion is that questionnaire
techniques are of limited use in attempting to gain an
understanding of the functioning of such systems in
organisations. Yet, Keating's analysis as presented is completely
acontextuaJ. For example, the paper says nothing of the
relationships between these hospitals and government or
society; it tells us nothing of the internal organisational
characteristics of the acute care hospitals - are all 29 of them
the same?
The poor choice of methodology leaves Keating's paper
posing more questions in the reader's mind than it answers.
In my mind the most urgent of these questions has to do with
understanding why the hospital administrators are not using
'ideal systems' which Keating would like them to use. To ask
the academic and professional management communities to
accept and implement recommendations based on so slight
an analysis is, in my view, naive. Moreover, to leave the research
pass without criticism would leave it with a credibility which
is undeserved.
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Budgeting in Irish Hospitals ,Some Empirical Evidence
A Reply to McHugh's Extended
COJ;llment
DONAL KEATING
Donal Keatingo.is senior lecturer in accounting at the National
Institute for Higher Education, Dublin. He is at present on
leave of absence from the NIHE and is working in the
Department of Accounting at the Copperbelt University at
Kitwe, Zambia.
McHugh's extended comment on my (1987) paper raises a
number of questions and criticisms. I welcome the opportunity
to reply to these points. McHugh divides my article into two
parts: (a) proposed procedure fo~ hospital capital budgeting,
and (b) empirical evidence relating to capital budgeting
practices in the study hospitals. My reply will, for simplicity
and clarity, follow his division.
Proposed procedure for hospital capital budgeting
I. McHugh raises the question as to why hospital managers
are not already using the 'clear cut' techniques proposed in
my paper. I put forward a number of features of hospital care
which make capital budgeting techniques difficult to
implement - the output and efficiency measurement problems
and the fact that doctors are rarely involved in the financial
management process. McHugh 'broadly speaking goes along'
with these features but he is sceptical about my 'rather wild
assertion' that the reason doctors are not involved in the
budgeting process. is that they are the least alluned to
institutional and organisational goals.
In fact this comment is not mine; it was made by Pellegrino
(1968). It is an assertion with which I would concur and, based
on my extensive discussions with hospital administrators, I
feel that most of them would also agree with this contention.
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Although doctors are the primary decision makers in the
health care system they are given little responsibility and almost
no training on the economic consequences of their decisions.
The doctor is an important locus of cost generation in any
hospital. As a general rule, in all hospitals the doctor orders
about 80 per cent of the monetary value of services to an
individual patient (Akehurst 1983). It seems obvious to me
that if the decision-makers in a system are not concerned with
cost-effectiveness then the system will not be cost-effective.
The primary aim of my article (1987) was 'to set out a
procedure for the rational analysis of capital expenditure
proposals in hospitals. The practices of Irish hospitals are
evaluated in the light of the recommended procedures and
key weaknesses in current hospital practices in this area are
outlined'. Therefore the main focus was to set out existing
capital budgeting practices as practised by voluntary acute care
hospitals in the Republic of Ireland. The article does not
purport to explore in depth why the literature's recommended
procedures are, in some cases, not widely used in practice.
This is an interesting research question which could usefully
be explored by another researcher in the future.
2. In discussing why discounted cash £low (DCF) techniques
are not widely used in hospitals McHugh suggests three
possible avenues of exploration.
(a) 'The quality of financial expertise in hospital
management is weak and managers are unaware of the benefits
to be derived from the use of reasonably sophisticated
evaluation techniques.' I would support this contention. In
the hospitals that formed the basis for this study only 35 per
cent of the administrators had a professional qualification in
accountancy or company secretarial practice.
,
(b) The second avenue of exploration comes from
developments in information economics. McHugh observes
that the simple rule-of-thumb techniques frequently oDserved
in practice can represent optimal reactions to information CI9§ts
and benefits in an uncertain world.
,
I would agree with this statement. However, this conclusion
does not mean that complex models should be ignored. S!,ch
models should be developed and made available to decisionmakers who can then make model choices on a cost-benefit
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.. basis. The choice of any particular model, simple or complex,
. . \ will depend on the estimated costs and benefits of that model
i-,iative to the estimate~ costs and benefits of alternative models.
'(c) In the \hird area of exploration, McHugh contends that
it is '~r from established that the traditional DCF technique
should ' ~e the primary capital budgeting tool in use in
organisaiions with objectives other than maximising wealth
or organisati<;>ns with multiple objectives.
My view is ' that DCF techniques. are useful in providing
an initial screening device for capital expenditure proposals.
However, I do not suggest that they should be the only criterion
employed. Indeed my article states that
a full consideration of any capital investment decision
involves an appraisal of non·monetary (qualitative) issues.
In the hospital environment such issues often relate to the
nature and quality of the service that will be provided as
a result of the capital expenditure.
The ranking of proposed capital investment proposals could
well be altered when these non-monetary factors are
incorporated into the analysis. McHugh goes on to note that
it is necessary to tailor the design of any control/evaluation
system and the way in which it is operated to the particular
characteristics of the organisation in which it is
implemented, ... it is precisely the absence of an analysis
of the contingencies facing hospitals that makes it difficult
to accept Keating's proposal as it stands.
It is -not correct to state that an analysis of the contingencies
facing the hospitals is absent in my paper. These contingencies
were considered in depth when the study population was
chosen. In this type of study it is necessary to use hospitals
as similar to each other as possible to minimise the problem
of spuriousness of results.
In selecting the hospitals to be included in the study the
following contingencies were explicitly considered:
I. Major differences in technology
2. Major differences in size
3. Major differences in organisational goals and structure.
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To control for the above contingencies from the initial
population of all hospitals in the Republic of Ireland, a subpopulation of voluntary, public, acute care hospitals, each with
over one hundred beds, was chosen. We will now consider
in more detail the reasons behind the choice of the subpopulation for study.
Voluntary hospitals
This study's methodology was designed to determine the
existence of a hospital's capital budget procedures. In hospitals
under the control of the health boards one would expect to
find uniform capital budgeting practices. because such
practices would have been laid down by the relevant health
board.
Voluntary hospitals are independent of health board control
in capital budgeting, because these practices are largely
determined by the hospitals' administrators and boards of
management. One might therefore expect to find a greater
variation in capital budgeting practices in voluntary than in
health-board-controlled hospitals. Thus, it would seem
reasonable to choose the voluntary hospitals as the population
of the study.
I

Acute voluntary hospitals
.
The long-term or extended-care hospital is different from the
short-term or acute-care hospital in a number of ways and
therefore serious questions of homogeneity would be raised
if both were considered by the same capital budgeting criteria.
The kinds and amounts of care given are far different. In
addition, the presence of a variety of services in' one and their
absence in the other cause capital budgeting issues to differ
of
also. This would be true. if for no other reason, because
,
the differences in the variety and professional leveLs 'If the
Department heads .with which the administrator must deal.
Therefore, the decision was made to exclude long-term
hospitals from the study. Some short-term hospitals may have
long-term beds. If·their primary purpose is acute care, however,
it was felt that the requirement for a homogeneous group was
satisfied.
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'.' Public voluntary hospitals
\ Acute-care, private voluntary hospitals are excluded from this
~tudy. The acute-care, public voluntary hospitals in the study
are largely supported by government allocations. If a hospital
were"supported by substantial nongovernmental revenues one
would<;.xpect that costs would expand or contract in accordance
with the hospital's occupancy levels, and external market and
economic factors. It seems reasonable to expect that their capital
budgeting prai:tices would be in accordance with criteria other
than those that guide acute-care public voluntary hospitals.
Accordingly it was decided to exclude acute-care, private
voluntary hospitals from the group to be studied.
Voluntary hospitals with over one hundred beds
The method used to judge the quality of capital budgeting
in this study was to measure the presence' or absence of
procedures deemed necessary for good capital budgeting. The
very small hospital might be tightly controlled without using
any of these procedures and, therefore, the decision was made
to exclude them from the study population.
The next decision was to define the small hospital.
Obviously, some small hospitals use a number of formal capital
budgeting procedures while others of the same size do not,
and with indeterminate success in the capital budgeting
process. One must be content with the idea that these are
stochastic concepts. In general, however, the smaller the
hospital the less reliable would be a judgement of the quality
of its capital budgeting if that judgement were based on the
use of formal procedures.
Previous studies have considered that a hospital having less
than one hundred beds is considered small. On this basis, all
voluntary, public, acute-care hospitals with less than one
hundred beds were excluded from the study.
Thus from the preceding discussion it can be seen that to
the greatest extent possible an attempt was made to take into
account important contingent variables affecting the capital
budgeting process in the choice of the study population of
hospitals.
However, it is important to recognise that the contingency
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theory of management accounting is based on an insufficiently
articulated model, it gives scant attention to developing a
working definition of organisational effectiveness and
empirical support for it is limited and weak (Emmanuel and
Otley 1985). Therefore, to link specific contingent variables
with specific features of control system/ capital budgeting
system design is currently unsubstantiated and may ultimately
be fallacious.
Empirical evidence relating to capital budgeting: practices in
the hospitals studied
McHugh ra ises a number of points on my research
methodology:
1. He asserts that ' the notion of quality is more commonly
understood to be a measure of effectiveness or performance
and hence must be tied into a discussion of ends. Keating
completely avoids discussing what these ends might be'.
A concentration on the means-end relationship is not fruitful
in a study of this kind because of the difficulty in measuring
hospital output. In practice there are relatively good data On
hospital costs and outputs but the relationship between the '
two cannot be estimated efficiently because of the inability
to make appropriate adjustments for quality, product mix,
factor prices and efficiency. Unli~e prior studies in this area
my article auacked the problem by means of a behavioural
analysis On the assumption that the quality of capital budgeting
could be determined by the number of procedures in use that
would lead to effective capital budgeting; the more procedures
that are in use in a given hospital, the more effective is the
capital budgeting process in that hospital.
2. McHugh states 'it is even more doubtful '$at Keating's
questionnaire (or any questionnaire for that matter) is
discriminating enough to elicit the information needed in order
to assess the quality of the system in action'. In fact,. two data
collection methodologies were used in the study' ...::. . the
structured questionnaire and the personal interview. In order
to refute McHugh's contention, I will now summarise the data
collection process used in the study.
(a) The initial stage in the process was ' to contact the
administrators in each of the ho~pitals to explain the objectives
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, and methodology of the study. The objective of this initial
'. meeting was to gain the cooperation of the administrators in
. tlte questionnaire completion and interview process.
'(b) When the study questionnaire was drafted it was sent
to four experts in the field of hospital administration for their
observa~ons. These experts have, between them, substantial
experience in the hospital audit, management consultancy and
administration fields. Consequently, they would be in an
excellent posftion to assess the validity and appropriateness
of each question in the questionnaire. The researcher
previously held an introductory meeting with each of the
experts with a view to explaining to them the nature and
objectives of the study and asking for their assistance in the
pre-testing process .
Thus, the draft questionnaire was pre-tested by a panel of
four experts in the field of Irish hospital administration. As
a result of their comments, changes were made in the
sequencing and wording of some questions and other questions
not included in the original draft questionnaire were added.
(c) The questionnaire was pilot tested using three of the
study group hospitals. The three hospitals were chosen on
the basis of their size - one of the hospitals was the largest
hospital in the study group, the second was among the smallest,
while the third was an average-sized hospital. In choosing these
three hospitals it was hoped to obtain a reasonable cross-section
of the study population. The questionnaire was completed
at meetings held with the three hospital administrators.
(d) Following the pre-testing and pilot-testing of the draft
questionnaire, the final questionnaire was sent to the
administrators of the remaining 26 hospitals. The
questionnaires were completed at meetings held with the
hospital administrators.
The meetings held with the administrators provided much
additional background information about hospital operations
and costs. The overall conclusion is that the information
received from the hospital administrative personnel was
authoritative.
In summary, it is my view that the questionnaire and interview

Capital Budgeting in Irish Hospitals

141

data provided reliable and unbiased information from the1;tudy
respondents. This view is confirmed by the literature:
the interview when coupled with an adequate questionnaire
of pre-tested worth is a potent and indispensable research
tool yielding data that no other research tool can yield. It
is adaptable, capable of being used with all kinds of
respondents in many different kinds of research and uniquely
suited to exploration in depth ... [and] ... When used
correctly the structured questionnaire and personal interview
are very powerfu I data collection methods yielding quality
of information probably superior to any other methodology
or combination of methodologies. (Kerlinger 1979, p. 480)
3. In relation to question two of the questionnaire I made
the point that capital expenditure requests should come
primarily from department heads since they are the people
who are most aware of what capital equipment is needed to
keep their departments functioning smoothly.
In the hospitals studied 65 per cent of capital expenditure
requests came from department heads. McHugh comments:
'the reader might well be excused for wondering what this
commentary means in the context of hospital budgeting'. It
appears obvious to me that if department heads are not involved
at the project generation and project identification stage then
there is a danger that the funds allocated for capital budgeting
purposes may be misdirected.
4. McHugh proceeds to repeat his assertion that
questionnaire techniques are of very limited use in
attempting to gain an understanding of the 'functioning of
such [accounting and budgeting] systems in organisations
... the paper says nothing of the relationship which these
hospitals have with government or society, it tells us n9thing
of the internal organisational characteristics of acute,care
hospitals.
I have already dealt in some detail with these criticisms. To
summarise:
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'. (a) ' The research methodology literature does not support
'McHagh's assertion regarding the limited use of questionnaires
(see earlier quote from Kerlinger).
(&).1 have already shown that the relationship the hospitals
have {v,itb government and society and the organisational
charactenstics of the hospitals were carefully considered in Ibe
choice of hospitals.
,
(c) . Finally; McHugh suggests that an urgent question to
be answered is '",hy the hospital administrators are not using
the ideal systems which Keating would like them to use'. I
agree that such an explanatory theory approach would be a
useful extension to the study. However, explaining Ibe reasons
for particular practices was not the objective of the study; rather
the objective was 'to set a procedure for the rational analysis
of capital expenditure proposals in hospitals. To evaluate the
existing practices of Irish hospitals in the light of the
recommended procedures and \0 outline key weaknesses in
current hospital practices in Ibis area'.
" In my view, the research as presented in my paper fully
achieves this objective.
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Following the, 'rediscovery' of poverty as a major issue for
policy and research in Ireland from the early 1970s, a number
of studies have attempted to estimate the number of poor in
the Republic. With unemployment and dependence on the
social welfare system rising rapidly in the 1980s, the question
has become more pressing, how much do we actually know
about the extent of poverty? On what are such frequently cited
figures as that, for example, 30 per cent of the population
live in poverty based, and what is meant by poverty in this
context? This article aims to clarify these issues and to highlight
priorities .
. The article focuses on studies that have attempted to assess
the extent of poverty, providing an overview; it deals with
the concept of poverty and the poverty lines adopted; and
discusses some other methodological issues; and it highlights
some implications of our findings for research not only on
the extent, but also on the nature, of Irish poverty, in the
context of a major research project under way at the ESRI.
The extent of poverty in Ireland: overview of previous research
The 'rediscovery' of poverty as a major research and policy
problem in Ireland dates only from the early 1970s. This lagged
behind the upsurge of interest in the problem in Britain and
the US in the early 1960s. In each case, economic growth and
relatively low unemployment had for a time engendered
widespread complacency that poverty had been dispelled. This
comfortable assumption came to be questioned, however, and
research played a crucial role in re·focusing attention. Key
studies in the UK and the US were Abel-Smith and Townsend's
The poor and the poorest (1965) and Michael Harrington's
144
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The other America (1962). The Irish counterpart was the set
of papers presented to the 1971 Kilkenny Conference on
Poverty, in particular that by Seamus O'Cinneide (published
in Social Studies 1972).
O'Cinneide's paper was a path-breaking attempt to quantify
poverty, despite the deficiencies of the data. He pieced together
information from a variety of sources, basing his estimates
on the numbers receiving social welfare payments, and on
earnings data taken from the Farm Management Surveys, the
Census of Retail Distribution and the Census of Industrial
Production. These were related to the numbers in categories
such as the old, widows, farmers, the self-employed and
employees, as revealed by the 1966 Census of Population. The
lack of individual/household data severely limited the analysis,
since there was no firm basis on which to examine the
distribution of individuals' income from different sources or
the way individuals are combined in families/households.
He derived an ad hoc set of scales for different family types
from a comparison of Unemployment Assistance (UA) and
Unemployment Benefit (UB) rates in force in the Republic
and Supplementary Benefit (SB) rates in Northern Ireland.
The poverty line chosen was close to the SB scale, considerably
above the UB rates for most family types. On the basis of
the piecemeal data available, and making certain assumptions,
O'Cinneide concluded thatat least 24 per cent of the population
in 1971 had income below this poverty line.
Apart from studies reporting the results of small-sample
surveys such as Sheehan (1974) and MacAirt (1979), the next
major analysis was also by O'Cinneide (1980), updating his
work to 1975. Information from similar data sources for
different groups, related this time to the ,.population
composition as revealed by the 1975 Labour ForceSurvey, was
used. He adjusted the 1971 line to include price i.ncreases
between 1971 and 1975, and increased it by 50 per 'cent to
take into account the results of an EEC attitude survey, on
the minimum income required 'to enjoy a non-poor way 'of
life'. He concluded that about 27 per cent of the population.
were below this poverty line.
O'Cinneide did not use the results of the 1973 CSO
Household Budget Survey (HBS), the first to cover- rural as
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" well as urban areas, because the published data did not allow
. incomes to be adjusted to take differences in size and
. cQmposition of households into account. Four other studies
have analysed the extent of poverty using the HBS, based on
detalle,d data on the computer tapes, rather than merely the
publishe~' results, by special arrangement with the csa. Three
of these - Joyce and McCashin (1982), Fitzgerald (1981) and
Rottman, H"{Inan et al (1981) - are based on the 1973 HBS,
while Roche's'.(1984) study uses, in addition, the results of
the only other nation-wide HBS, that for 1980.
Joyce and McCashin summarise the results of a background
paper by Roche (1979), which analyses the numbers and
composition of the poor. A number of poverty lines are
examined, based on the VA rates payable from mid-1973, that
level plus 20 per cent, and plus 40 per cent. The 1973 HBS
sample showed the percentage of households under these three
lines to be 10 per cent, 15 per cent and 23 per cent respectively,
and these households contained 8 per cent, 10 per cent and
21 per cent of the total number of individuals respectively.
Fitzgerald (1981 ) also used the 1973 HBS results to analyse
the income going to households towards the bottom of the
income distribution. She focuses on the bottom 20 per cent
and bottom 30 per cent, with incomes adj usted for differences
in household size and composition. Looking at the bottom
30 per cent and up-rating the incomes to 1980 prices, she notes
that they received less than the old-age pension payable to
a couple at that date. 'The standard of living obtainable on
social welfare pensions today corresponds roughly to our
current perception of what it means to be poor. By that
definition about 30 per cent of households in 1973 could be
regarded as poor' (p. 18). The bottom 20 per cent in the HBS
had incomes of three-quaners of this level or below. Fitzgerald
also examined data on the numbers receiving social welfare
payments, attempting to identify those who were dependent
on these payments in the long term and had little or no other
income. This led her to conclude that 'about one in five' of
the population in 1980 depended on social welfare for their
principal long-term source of income - about 700,000 people.!
Rottman, Hannan et al (1981) analysed the composition of
the poor, in terms of class and family cycle factors; and did
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not try to estimate the precise numbers of poor. A range of
poverty lines was adopted, based on the prevailing UB rates,
with results for the number of households in the 1973 HBS
at or below the UB level, between 100 and 120 per cent, 120
and 140 per cent, etc. The results showed 7 per cent of
households at or below the UB level, and 20 per cent at or
below UB plus 40 per cent, the latter being the poverty line to
which primary attention is given in the study.
Roche (1984) is the only detailed study of poverty using
the results of the 1980 HBS, and he also adopts a range of
poverty lines. To ensure comparability with the results of his
earlier study of the 1973 HBS reported in Joyce and McCashin,
the three poverty lines used there (the UA rates, plus 20 per
cent and plus 40 per cent) were adjusted upwards to take into
account the increases in prices and in real national income
(GNP per head) between then and 1980. The 1980 HBS then
showed 4 per cent of households below the lowest of these
poverty lines, 7 per cent below the second, and 12 per cent
below the third - a substantial fall compared with 1973. The
main features of the Irish studies on poverty are summarised
in Table I.
Poverty and poverty lines
The concept of poverty
All of these studies share a 'relative', rather than an 'absolute',
concept of poverty. They reject any attempt to determine an
absolute subsistence level of living, based on minimum
requirements for nourishment or shelter. Instead, they focus
on income inadequacy relative to need, with need linked to
societal standards (as RotLman, Hannan et at .put it). This
approach may be exemplified by the following:

We recognise as poor not only those who can ba'r..ely feed
and clothe themselves, but also the many whose iI)<;omes
and living conditions fall below the accepted minirilUm
'.
norms of our society. (FilZgerald, p. 13)
While this approach is now widely accepted, the idea of an
'absolute' element to poverty has not been universally
abandoned. The official US poverty line is constructed on the
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basis of subsistence food budgets for different types of families,
though a multiple is applied to this expenditure in arriving
at the poverty line, allowing for some element of relativity.
At a theoretical level, Sen (1979) argues that there is 'an
irreducible core of absolute deprivation' in the notion of
poverty, and feels that the approach of relative deprivation
supplements rather than supplants the analysis of poverty in
terms of absolute dispossession (p. 289).
The Irish studies do, however, distinguish poverty from
inequality. They identify poverty lines that, implicitly or
explicitly, are linked with societal standards but not framed
purely in terms of a relativity with, for example, average
earnings or 01 a particular quantile of the income distribution.

Derivation of poverty lines
Like many of the international studies, most Irish studies derive
poverty lines from the rates paid in state income maintenance
programmes. The assumption is made that these rates form
an 'official' poverty line, and for lack of an alternative, this
is taken as the product of consensus on the minimum income
required.
This approach has been largely dictated by the data available;
however, its shortcomings must be emphasised. At a conceptual
level, it is not clear that the level at which support rates are
set, or their evolution over time, can be reasonably interpreted
as reflecting a consensus on minimum income levels. Cost
constraints also playa part, and the rates paid are the product
of interactions within the political process. As pointed out
by Sen (1982), the fact that the elimination of deprivation is
not seen as feasible does not change the fact of that deprivation.
The use of these rates as the basis for pov6,ty lines also
leads to difficulties and paradoxes in implementation. An
increase in income provided serves to raise the poXerty line
rather than reduce the extent of poverty. Comparisons over
time or across countries are thus fraught with difficulij. For
example, the substantial increase in social welfare paymeflis ,
between the 1973 and 1980 Household Budget Surveys would,
not reduce measured poverty if the poverty line is taken as "the level of VB payable, VB plus 40 per cent, in each year,
Similarly, in comparisons between different countries using -
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such poverty lines, differences in the relative generosity of the
.. various social security systems - compared. for example, with
average earnings or per capita disposable income in each will make conclusions about the extent of relative poverty
extremely difficult.
Whikofficial poverty lines have been widely used elsewhere,
the recognition of their limitations has led to different ways
of deriving poverty lines. Perhaps the best known of these
springs from Townsend's work in the UK, which focuses on
style-of-living indicators and exclusion from the ordinary
living patterns of the society due to lack of resources. Others
have used survey information on views in the population to
derive some sort of consensus on the minimum adequate
income required by different households. (These approaches,
and the possibilities for implementing them that will be opened
up by the data being gathered in a large-scale household survey
by the ESRI, are discussed in the concluding section.)
The official poverty-line approach may be of use primarily
in assessing the efficiency of the social security system itself,
the extent to which people fall below the safety net - rather
than in measuring the numbers of poor.
The poverty lines chosen in the six Irish studies are widely
varied, because of the absence for many years of a means-tested
scheme in Ireland that is explicitly designed to provide a
subsistence level of income (corresponding, for example, to
the UK Supplementary Benefits Scheme). SB rates thus form
a readily justified base for an official poverty line in the UK,
but there has not been a similar consensus on what constitutes
an official minimum in Ireland.
The Supplementary Welfare Allowance (SWA) scheme was
introduced in 1975 as a means-tested benefit of last resort. It
replaced the Home Assistance scheme, which had allowed local
differences in treafment, with a uniform system. The SW A
rates were set equal to those paid to UA (rural) recipients.
Roche's study of the 1973 HBS used rural UA rates as the
basis for his official poverty line, arguing that the SWA rates
were an implicit official poverty line and that the U A rates
for 1973 formed a proxy for what would have been payable
under the scheme had it existed then.
O'Cinneide. however, argued that the UA rates were not,
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and were not intended to be, adequate in themselves. He
therefore, in his earlier paper, derives a poverty line broadly
based on the SB rates payable in the UK, considerably above
not only the UA rates payable in the Republic but also above
the insurance-based UB rates for most categories. In his 1980
study he up-rates this poverty line to 1975 prices, but notes
that this still leaves it well below the levels revealed by an
EEC opinion survey as representing people's views of the
minimum income required 'to enjoy a non-poor way of life'.
On this basis he increases the poverty line by a further 50
per cent to bring it nearer the levels revealed by the survey.
His 1975 poverty line, then, is different to those based purely
on official scales; it explicitly takes into account altitudes in
the general population, an approach developed further in a
number of EC counuies since then.
Hannan, Rotunan et al also argue that Home Assistance
or UA rates are not appropriate for an official poverty line.
On Home Assistance, they state that the means test was not
standardised, and that it was not necessarily assumed that Home
Assistance would be the sole source of income, intended to
provide full support for claimants. On UA, they reiterate the
point made by O'Cinneide that on its introduction in 1933
the scheme waS not presented as providing an adequate income,
with a reference made to cost consuaints. They therefore use
the higher UB rates as the basis for their poverty lines, arguing
that the original levels at the time of inuoduction were set
by a morc rational decision-making process.
Fitzgerald (1981) looks at the income of the bottom 30 per
cent of households in the 1973 HBS, concluding that, adjusted
to 1981 prices, they were below the level received by a pensioner
couple in 198!. This is in effect the poverty ,!ine used, on .
the basis that 'the standard of living obtainable on Social welfare
pensions today corresponds roughly to our current p~rception
of what it means to be poor' (p. 18). It must be emphasised,
however, that the poverty line used was 31-35 per ceilt ""pove
the level of UA or SWA payable to a couple at 'the time, anQ
14 per cent above the level of UB (flat-rate).' Further, 19B1
levels of payment are being applied to the 1973 population'-_ ·
with incomes adjusted for the increase in prices between the
two dates: with the real value of-income maintenance payo;ents '-..
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, increasing significantly over the period, a higher real standard
\than -prevailed in 1973 is being applied.
,Roche (1984), in comparing 1973 and 1980. adopts the 1973
UA-based poverty line but up-rates it for price increases and
for tfu: increase in real national income to 1980. This involves
using a ' l1overty line for 1980 that is considerably below the
UA then payable - about 85 per cent of 1980 UA (rural)
for a single adult. for example - because the level of payment
grew in real tenns significantly faster than national income.
H e also uses a variant of the budget standard method to derive
estimates of 'minimum income'. This method takes food
expenditure by lower income groups as the minimum needed,
and asks what total income would allow such food expenditure
to comprise a ' normal' or 'average' proportion of total
expenditure. The estimated minimum is significantly above
the poverty lines he used, but no estimates of the numbers
under this minimum income le~el are presented.'
Problems in identifying an 'official' poverty line
Before the SWA scheme there was no clear-cut, national safetynet scheme. Since the SWA scheme was introduced (with effect
from 1977, though the enabling legisla tion was passed in 1975),
however, it now appears to be the obvious choice. It has a
uniform set of (maximum) rates for the whole country,' and
is intended to cater for those with inadequate incomes from
other sources. Implicitly, if not explicitly, it aims to provide
a subsistence level of income.' It must also be noted that the
real value of benefits has increased much more rapidly in
Ireland than in the UK since the early 1970s, so that there
is no longer a pronounced gap between rates here and in the
UK. 6 The argument for rejecting the SWA as not comparable
with the SB o n this basis has therefore lost force.
It is worth mentioning that there has been no a ttempt, either
at the time of introduction or in subsequent up-ratings, to
link SWA rates to an estimated cost o f a 'subsistence' basket
of goods. The SB rates in the UK, by contrast, derive from
the National Assistance scales introduced following the
Beveridge Report, which were based on such calculations,
drawing in particular on Rowntree's work. The SWA scheme
simply adopted the Unemployment Assistance (rural) rates in
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force in 1977, and have subsequently remained at the same
level as UA rural short-term payments. When the UA scheme,
in turn, was introduced in 1933, emphasis was put on the
constraints on expenditure in the determination of the amount
devoted to the scheme rather than any measurement of the
costs of minimum requirements.' However, given the
enormous changes in patterns of living, in prices and earnings,
and in the level of social welfare payments since the UA and
National Assistance schemes were introduced, such differences
in historical origins do not appear to 6e a sufficient basis
on which to distinguish between SW A and SB now. Each is
intended to provide the state's safety-net support to those with
no other income, and SWA rates were clearly justified at the
time of introduction as being adequa te to meet 'legitimate
needs'.'
The use of a number of different poverty lines, usually 1001
120/ 140 per cent of the basic 'official' line, is common in Irish
and international studies. It is justified in, for example, Joyce
and McCashin by reference to the fact that the basic line 'is
very low' (p. 10). ROllman, Hannan et al state that in using
a number of poverty lines they are following the precedent
set in Layard et aI's (1978) study for the UK Commission on
the Distribution of Income and Wealth, and that this method
enables the researcher and the reader to see the consequences
of adopting a particular line. No reference is made in the Irish
studies, however, to the key justification advanced in the UK
for using, not the basic rate of assistance, but that ra te plus,
most usually, 40 per cent. This goes back to Abel-Smith and
T ownsend's 1965 study which pointed out that in certain
circumstances additions are made to the basic scale to cover
exceptional expenses, and tha t there are pwvisions for
disregarding certain amounts of other income in the means
test.
Given the complexity of the benefit system, there is apr~b1em
in defining the exact entitlement to income maintenance of
different recipients, and thus the 'official ' poverty line for ea~h.
H owever, to add on a supplement - and a significant one '
at that - to the basic scales and apply this to all recipients
seems to move too far from the basis on which the poverty
line is being constructed {and h as not in fact been followed
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'. by some UK studies such as Atkinson (1969». It will ensure
.\ that· most of those receiving assistance faU below the 'official'
. wverty line - a paradoxi.:al result.
1t may be preferable l<l first model as precisely as possible
'the !)ov~ty line implied by the benefit system, and see how
many at:~' falling below that. Given the frequency with which
discretionary additions are paid and the difficulty of
incorporating them, the result may sometimes be less than
the benefit paid out. This would, however, provide information
with a clearly defined status, allowing a detailed analysis of
those falling through the safety net - a primary aim of poverty/
income maintenance policy analysis. One may then be in a
position to judge whether that safety net is set at an 'adequate'
level, based, for example, on the lifestyle it permits or on the
views of the population or of the lower income groups as
to what is an adequate income. Other independent poverty
lines can then be derived and the numbers falling below them
examined.
.
Other problems in specifying an 'official' poverty line
There are more detailed problems involved in defining an
'official' poverty line. Firstly, the treatment of housing costs:
for those in rented accommodation, a rent supplement is
payable under the SWA. Roche took this into account by
subtracting rent (within the allowed range) from income, rather
than adding rent to the poverty line for that household.
The treatment of Children's Allowance/Child Benefit is a
second issue: these income supplements are not reckonable
as income in assessing SW A. They should therefore be taken
into account in deriving the implicit poverty line for families
with children - that is, the amount payable should be added
to the SW A rate.'
In examining the numbers falling below an official poverty
line using survey results such as the HBS, major problems
in implementation can be caused by the fact that the survey
generally runs through a period when official rates of benefit
were changed. In 1973, for example, rates of payment were
increased in July, while in 1980 rates were increased in ApriL
Which level then should be adopted as the poverty line? Roche,
in his ~tudy of the 1973 HBS, used the higher set of rates
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from July 1973 for the entire sample. including those sampled
before that date. arguing for a uniform poverty line: Rottman.
Hannan et al agreed with maintaining a consistent standard.
but used the 1972 scales.
Again. this issue may be resolved differently if the aim is
to apply ollicial standards and see how many. and who. are
slipping through the net. Such an approach would involve
changing the poverty line when payments are up-rated. and
distinguishing between households on the basis of date
sampled. While this does not have the appeal of a uniform
standard. the artificial differences between households because
of the timing of the interview are a more serious problem.

Comparisons over time
Assessing changes in the extent 01 poverty over time using
ollicial poverty lines is a more intractable problem. As benefit
levels increase. improvements in the living standards 01
recipients will not be reflected in poverty lines that are based
on the level of benefits. On the other hand. the application
of present standards to past periods. or vice versa. is fraught
with problems. Roche (1984) applies 1973 income levels.
adjusted for the increase in prices and in real national income.
to 1980. and shows a significant decline in the numbers under
this poverty line. The appropriateness of GNP as an indicator
of changes in living standards may be questioned. It might
be more useful in any case to make adjustments in the first
instance only for the increase in prices between the two years.
in which case the numbers achieving an approximately
constant standard of living in the two years would be revealed.
This could then be contrasted with the change in the numbers
under the 'official' poverty line. using the bendit levels in
force in each year. which could be decomposed into' the effects
of the change in real standards of living and of the il:lcrease
in the real poverty line being applied. Fitzgerald (1981)-ap~lies
the standard of 1981 benefit levels to 1973 incontes.
adjusting them to take into account the increase in price's.
over the period. Taken alone. this may also be misleading,
In a period when the real value - and the coverage - of
benefits increased. (I) the numbers under the same real line
in 1981 are likely to have been considerable lower than in

'.
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1973, and (2) the numbers in 1973 under a poverty line
\. constructed from 1973 benefit levels would also have been much
Ipwer. As far as (2) is concerned, it may legitimately be argued
. th'at by our present standards the 1973 official poverty line
wa~·I.OQ. low: however, at some stage this approach becomes
unaccep.lable - could the 1981 line be meaningfully applied
to 1953? The need for care in the presentation of such results,
and for the .exploration of different approaches in order to
highlight wha t the results mean, is clear.
Other methodological issues

Equivalence scales
In comparing income levels across households , some
adjustment is required to take into account differences in needs
arising from variations in household size and composition.
The application of adult equivalence scales converts each
household to a common basis:'by convention to the equivalent
. of a married couple or a single adult. In estimating the numbers
of poor a separate poverty line may be specified for each
household type, involving an implicit set of equivalence scales,
or the poverty line may be expressed in terms of a married
couple and other household types converted to that basis by
the division of their adult equivalence unit into their income.
The Irish poverty studies have adopted a variety of scales.
O'Cinneide's earlier study used a set derived loosely from the
UK Supplementary Benefit rates. His 1980 study based
equivalence scales on attitudes. Roche's two studies used the
weights implicit in the UA rates, while Rottman, Hannan
et al used those implicit in UB rates. Fitzgerald derived a set
of scales from the UK studies of the spending patterns of
different households.
Table 2 illustrates the differences in equivalence scales
between the various Irish studies. These can affect the results
significantly. Roche (1984) examined the sensitivity of his
results for 1980 when children of different ages are given
different weights, and found that this had little effect on the
overall estimate of the poor population, but some on its
composition (Appendix 4c). Roche (1979) also examined the
sensitivity of his 1973 results when the weight for children
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Table 2: Equivalence scales used in Irish poverty studies
Additional
Single Married
adult
adult couple Child
0.2
O'Cinneide
0.6
1.0
(1972)
O'Cinneide
0.68
1.0
0.2
(1980)
Joyce and
McCashin
0.57
1.0
0.26b
0.43
(1982)' and
Roche (1984)'
Rottman,
Hannan et al
0.6
1.0
O.14cl
0.40
(1981 )a
0.11
Fil1gerald
0.6
1.0
0.25
0.5
(198 1)
Notes: aThese studies expressed their scales in terms of single adult ::: 1. and
have been converted to married couple::: 1 to ease comparison [see Roche (1984)
p. ,73, Rottman, Hannan et al (1981) p. I3S ft.l] .bChiJdren are all under 18;
children's allowances have been added to benefit tates, and weights for first!
secondlfunher children rounded to one figure. 7he higher weight is Cor the ,
Cirst 2 children; chil~n are under 15.

under six was reduced (from 0.26 to 0.1 4) which reduced the
number of poor households by about 7 per cent and the
numbers of poor households with children by about 16 per
cent.
Again, if the starting point of analysis is taken as the 'official'
scheme of last resort, the most appropriate equivalence scales
would appear to be those implicit in the SW.(\. scales, plus
Children's Al10wances/ Child Benefit. Having examined the
numbers fal1ing below a poverty line based on these weightings,
opinions may then be advanced as to how they reflect diHerences
in need across household types, and the implications fo, the
numbers and composition of the poor of alternative scales.
In formulating alternative scales, research based on Irish
expenditure patterns using HBS data along the lines developed
in the UK using FES dat;l would be extremely useful, and
such research is under way at the ESRI.
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In60me recipient unit
In thelrish studies based on the HBS, the household has been
. ~aken as the income unit for analysis. This reflected the basis
on which information was gathered by the survey. This has
a n~mber of disadvantages, primarily that state income
maintel,lance is in general aimed at the narrower family unit.
Use of the household unit implicitly assumes income sharing
within the ·household so that the same standard of living is
attributed to all household members. To the extent that perfect
sharing does not take place, some individuals who are not
poor may be counted as below the poverty line, while others
actually below the line may be missed. I.
Roche (1984) notes that in the 1980 HBS, 84 per cent of
sample households comprised single families, and that on this
basis the problem should not be exaggerated H O'Cinneide
points to the other side of the coin, in that he used the narrow
family unit (in fact, in many cases he relied on data on
individuals), which may over-estimate the extent of poverty
where there is income-sharing between families in a larger
household. The HilS 'does, in fact, allow respondents to be
reclassified on a family-unit basis, and it would undoubtedly
be preferable 10 analyse the extent of poverty on a family,
tax unit and household unit basis. Some judgement could then
be made on the scope for income-sharing and its effects on
the poverty estimates. (This is in effect the approach adopted
by Layard et al (1978) and Townsend (1979) in their UK
analyses.)
Income concept
In assessing the extent of poverty, disposable income - income
including state benefits and excluding income tax and social
security contributions - is generally compared with the
poverty line. This is the approach implemented by the Irish
HBS-based studies, though O 'Cinneide's data forced him to
rely on what was closer to gross income. Imputed rent for
owner-occupiers is included in a number of UK studies, but
this has not been done in Irish studies because the HBS does
not follow the FES in estimating imputed rent and including
it in income.
As already noted, Roche in his analyses deducted some rent
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paid from disposable income to arrive at 'net disposable
income', the amount involved being that which would have
been covered by SWA. This approach has also been adopted
by a number of UK studies, such as Layard et ai, where rates
and mortgage interest were also deducted since these would
be covered under the Supplementary Benefit scheme. An
alternative approach is to include these costs in the poverty
line, which is what Townsend, for example, did (so that his
poverty lines were 'SB plus housing costs' and 140 per cent
of this level). The period covered by the income data is also
a key element. Reliance on survey data (such as that provided
by the HBS or the FES) has imposed a short· term approach
on many studies, since most of the information gathered refers
to a week's receipts. While it is important to be able to identify
those who are poor at the time of sampling, it would also
be valuable to assess which households were poor in terms
01. say, annual income, and to explore the persistence of
poverty. For this reason the ESRI project has gathered
information that will allow respondents' incomes tn the twelve
months before the interview to be estimated, though not with
the same precision as current weekly income.
Conclusion
This article has pointed out the relatively narrow approach
which has been taken in measuring the extent of poverty in
Ireland. Attention has been given to the simple head·count
measure of the number of households/families falling below
the 'official' line chosen. Our knowledge would obviously be
improved by applying a range of poverty lines independent
of the social security system; but we would also benefit from
.
a more precisely defined role for the 'official' hiIe.s.
The review indicated a need to clarify the ba'sis on which
the 'official ' poverty line is chosen. This article has-,<Iiscussed
the alternatives, including the choice of scheme and the use
of 20 per cent or 40 per cent additions to the level of payment.
It was concluded that the Supplementary Welfare Allowm~e .
scheme now comes close to an overall safety net representing
an implicit official view of the absolute subsistence level of'
income. An examination of the numbers falling below the
level of income provided under this scheme is a starting point'

,.....
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for r~search because it measures the effectiveness of income
'..SUPP9rt schemes in guaranteeing this minimum income to
all;·provides a link with the studies surveyed here; and allows
fot~ detailed analysis of those at the lowest levels of income,
thos'e-who fall through the official safety net. Measures based
on thls approach also have a clearer interpretation than
alternatives such as using 140 per cent of the basic rate of
payment, to. take into 'account discretionary additional
payments: this practice leads to the anomalous situation where
many recipients' are shown as falling below the poverty line
based on the official standard. This is not to say, though,
that the SWA rates - or any other such official line constitute a satisfactory poverty line.
The main approaches to estimating the numbers of poor
independently of 'official standards' can be categorised as
foll ows (a more detailed review is in Callan and Nolan 1987):

l

1. approaches based on the idea of a minimal subsistence

standard: these include several methods based on the ratio
of food expenditure to total expenditure, either as a direct
indicator of poverty, or as a way of converting a
subsistence food budget into an income poverty line.
2. relative income poverty lines defining the poverty
population as those below a certain proportion of mean
'or median income (in which case the percentage of the
population in poverty may vary between countries or over
time) or as the bottom x per cent of the income
distribution.
3. the so·called 'subjective poverty lines' use subjective opinions in the population on what constitutes a minimum adequate income in order to derive a poverty line.
4. Townsend's pioneering work on identifying those who,
due to lack of resources, are excluded from ordinary living
patterns, customs and activities has led to the development
of a number of methods of using lifestyle or deprivation
indicators to measure the extent of poverty. Mack and
Lansley (1985), for instance, have responded to criticisms
of arbitrariness in the selection of Townsend's indicators
by basing their selection. of deprivation indicators on the
public's views of what constitute 'necessities'.

~
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The ESRI has recently completed a large-scale household
survey to form the basis for a major project on income
distribution, poverty, and usage of state services." The data
will allow the application of one or more approaches under
each of these headings. The comprehensive income data
gathered by the survey will allow the relative income poverty
lines to be implemented. A variant of the food-ratio approach
can also be applied, using the limited information on
expenditure which was also collected."
Poverty lines based on respondents' opinions as to minimal
adequate incomes can be calculated, using, in addition to. the
income data, the responses to questions on:
I. the difficulty/ease with which the household is able to

make ends meet (on a six-point scale);
2. the very lowest net weekly income that the household
would have to have in order to make ends meet;
3. the level of net total weekly household income respondents would, in their circumstances, consider very bad!
bad, etc, up to very good on a six-point scale.
The methods of deriving 'subjective' poverty lines (associated
with researchers from Leyden al'd Antwerp, for example, va'n
Praag, Hagenaars and van Weeren 1982 and Hagenaars 1986)
can be implemented using this information.
Detailed information on a wide range of deprivation
indicators has also been gathered, along with information on
which items respondents consider to be necessities (i.e. items
which no household should have to do without), In the case
where a household does not have an item, respondents are
also asked if the item is something they would like, but cannot
afford. This information allows the implemeniation not only
of Townsend's original approach, but also of'Mack and
Lansley's more recent development of it. Additional'information on debts, a rrears and financial assets will also be used
to identify households under financial stress: the experiepce
of social welfare adminisrrators and charitable organisations
has highlighted the prevalence of debts to moneylenders and
arrears on rent/mortgage and electricity/gas bills among those
seeking support,
This new data will allow comparisons of the various

'l"
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, approaches which will contribute to the conceptual framework
"for analysing poverty, It will also provide considerable scope
£;'r'assessing the extent of poverty in Ireland, and for analysing
its h(lture. in ways that have not previously been possible as well as making possible for the first time a comprehensive
examimition- of the impact of the severe deterioration ill
economic circumstances d)lring the 1980s on poverty.
Notes to article·
I

!

I

2

The basis for the 'one million
poor' referred to (albeit with a
question-mark) in the title of the
book in which this paper
appears is not clear. Kennedy
(1981) refers to both the 700,000
people dependent on social
welfare long-term given by
Fitzgerald, and the '30% of all
households in poverty' also
estimated by Fitzgerald. The
number of people in these
households is not calculated,
however. Both Kennedy and
Fitzgerald also refer to the fact
that nearly one million people
(including dependants) were in
receipt of a social welfare paymen t each week: of course, not
all would be dependent on
social welfare for their 'principal long-term source of income'.
The poverty line used is £46 per
week for a couple. This is said
to be the social welfare pension
going to a pensioner couple in
1981, but it is not clear how the
figure is derived. A couple
consisting of two people each
receiving the non-contributory
old-age pension, with no means,
aged under 80, would in fact
have received a higher figure, of
[52.50 from April 1981 (£55.10
from October 1981). A couple
consisting of one person receiving the pension and one depend-

~

3

4

5

ant aged under 66 would have
received [39.45 from April 1981
(£41.40 from October). Since
means of up to £6 were disregarded, the figure of [46 could
possibly be based on the [39.45
plus £6 allowed means, though
of course not all recipients
would have such means.
The Commission on Social
Welfare in their recent Report
(1986) use this approach,
modelled on Roche, to provide
one element of their calculation
of the minimum adequate
income.
Though there are certain supplements for special needs, as
well as scope for discretionary
extra payments.
Where 'needs' exceed 'means',
SW A is payable to all those who
qualify to cover those 'needs'.
When questioned as to the
meaning of 'needs' as he introduced the Bill in the Dail in
1975, the Parliamentary Secretary 1O the Minister for Social
Welfare, McCluskey, said that
the levels of payment were
intended to 'meet legitimate
needs', and that these 'will not
be confined to the bare necessities of life' (Official Report
285/12, 19 November 1975, pp.
1468-1470). He also pointed out
that the rates of payment under
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the new scheme would be considerably higher than the
amounts actually paid out on
average under Home Assistance
(pp. 1562-1563).
, By 1986, the (maximum) SWA
rate for a married couple was
JR[57, compared with lhe ordinary SB rale of [48.40 Slg. While
a complete assessment of relative. levels \\lQuld have to look
at the real value of the benefits
in terms of the cost of living in
each country, it is clear that, at
a minimum, the SWA rates are
at a level much more comparable with SB than in 1971, when
SB exceeded VA for a married
couple by a third.
1 See, for example, the quolalion
(rom the then Minister for
Finance given by O'Cinneide
(1980, p. 131·2).
B See, for example. the quotations
in note 5.
, Roche (1979) found that 'it was I
technically more efficient to
include them [children's allowances] in the equivalent scales
rather than to add them to the
poverty line', since he was using
a poverty line for a single adult
and converting each household's income to an adu lt equi-
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valent basis.
The net effect on the head-counl
measure of poverty may be in
either direction, since this measure does not satisfy the 'transfer
axiom', whereby any transfer
from a less poor to a more poor
person must reduce measured
poverty.
Defining a family as any of the
following: a person living
alone, a married couple, a couple and children or a lone parent
with children.
The various approaches to the
measurement of poverty are
examined in some detail in
Callan and Nolan (1987).This project is sponsored by the
European Community. the
Department of Social Welfare,
the Combat Poverty Agency.
and by the Economic and Social
Research Institu te itself.
Given the range of informatior
being sought in a lengthy questionnaire, and the fact [hat
detailed expendi ture data for
1987 will be produced by the
eso's Household Budget Sur·
vey, it was decided that questions on expenditure should be
limited.
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Investment and Industrial Integration
in Western Europe
DAVID JACOBSON and BERNADETTE ANDREOSSO

David Jacobson is a lecturer and Bernadette Andreosso is a
research associate at the School of Business Administration
in the NIHE Dublin.
This article addresses two broad, closely related areas: industrial
investment in Europe,! including internationa l political
developments, and their effect on European economies, and
Ireland in particular; and proposals for a European industrial
strategy. We discuss the implications of non-European
multina tiona l corporations producing and/ or marketing
products in Europe.
.
Investment
The recessions in the 1970s and early 1980s reduced investment
in European industry. Figure I shows the gross fixed capital
formation in industry at constant prices. The falls of 1975
and 1976 are even greater in 1981 and 1982. Recovery can be
seen from 1984 on; however, this is not reflected in employment
growth: employment has [aJIen every year for the last ten years.
The figures hide variations among economies, and among
branches of industry within each economy. Unlike most of
the other member countries, Denmark, France and the
Netherlands have experienced growth in manufacturing
investment consistently since the early 1980s. (Ireland, indeed,
experienced a decline in 1985.) In recent years investment in
mechanical and electrical industry, for exampl~, has accounted
for a higher proportion of total manufacturing investment,
and has grown more consistently, than any other branch of
.'
industry (European Economy January 1986).'
Another problem is that investment in new capacit)\. is not
distinguished from rationalisation jnvestment.~ The str~Gture
of investment is closely related to unemployment. Those
countries with high proportions of investment going to new
165
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'\:~igu~e 1: European Community trend in investment
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capacity a lso have low levels of unemploymenL The high levels
of Tationalisation in Europe ove! the last decade or so accounts
in part for the decline in the number o[ persons employed
in industry. In Ireland, [or example, this restructuring is a
key [actor in the slow growth o[ industrial employment
(O'Leary 1987).
To what extent has Europe overcome these difficulties,
relative to competing economies (and the United States and
Japan in particular)?
Industrial development
The European Community now has twelve members and a
population o[ 320 million. This makes it tne largest market
in the developed world. The value of industrial production
is already at or near that in the United States. However, the
lead in most of the important new industries in the 1980s
- in terms of innovation, production and market share is coming from non-European companies. Firms using and
producing new technology in Europe face competition from
Japan and the US, and from the newly industrialising
countries.
One result of Europe's mixed industrial performance is high
unemployment (see Table 1). Unemployment in Europe has
increased in comparison to the US and Japan. Employment
has fallen in Europe, while it has risen strongly in the US
and modestly in Japan over the last decade. Figures for
industrial production also indicate Europe's slower progress.
Table 1: Unemployment in the European Community as a %
of working population
1976 1986
Spain
Ireland
ilaly
Netherlands
Belgium
UK

France
Germany

5.3
9.5
5.6
5.7
6.5
5.0
4.3
4.7

21.5
18.0
11.3
13.5
11.3
ll.S
10.5
7.8

1976 1986
Denmark
Portugal

Greece
Luxembourg
Eurl2
US

Japan

4:,1 7.S
5,1 '. 10.0
0.9 ' 9.3
0.3
1.'3
1.7 lUi
7.7 7.0
2.0 2.8

;-
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. If industtial production in each of the three areas is set equal
\ . to 100 in 1980,' by 1984 Europe (12) was just at 100, again,

I
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Figure 2: Trend of industrial production
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while the US was over 110 and Japan near 115' (see Figure
2, and Euroslal, 1986). Moreover, the most recent data shows
that the relatively poor performance 01 Europe continu/!d since
the last recession. One 01 the most important long-run
questions, which will determine the luture 01 the size and
structure 01 investment and of industrial development m
general, is that of industrial strategy in Europe.
Industrial strategy
While the recent downturn in industrial production in Europe
appears to be nearly over, the upswing has come later and
weaker than in the US and Japan, Aware 01 the Community's
relatively bad industrial performance, the Commission 01 the
European Community' strongly supports a common industrial
strategy based on:
the removal 01 the remaining barriers to trade within the
Community and the establishment of a true common market;
industrial regrouping in which companies take advantage
of European economic integration to restructure and, where
appropriate, to master the new technologies, (European File,
1986)
To borrow a definition from a dillerent context, the common
industrial strategy involves the harmonising of 'the activities
01 public authorities which directly or indirectly a lfect the
productivity, structure and' international competitiveness of
industry in individual countries' and in the Community as
a whole (Franzmeyer 1982, pi). Ti,Je quoted section 01 the
sentence appears to be Franzmeyer's deliniti~n of 'sectoral
structural policy'. The objectives 01 such activitieS'are to modily
and adjust industrial structure in order to improve perlormance
01 European companies in terms 01 innovation, pr6duction.
"",
market share, terms 01 trade. and employment..
".

The completion of the common market
The accession of Greece in 1981. and Spain and Portugal in ...·
1986. has slowed down the ':flove towards a full common _. '

r
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market. Thus, while most quantitative restrictions on trade
\. with. ~pain and Portugal were abolished on their date of entry
into the Community, customs duties are being abolished more
gi",dually and will not disappear completely until 1992.
The separaie national interests of the member countries are
probablx more important in impeding full integtation. The
Commurti~y has a policy in relation to public purchasing
procedures, that no 'unfair advantage be given to firms that
are nationals 'of the government or other public body making
purchasing decisions. Despite this, there is evidence of
favouritism. Formal abolition of obstacles to trade does not
always imply removal of the obstacles in practice - and in
some cases both firms and governments are involved in the
maintenance of these obstacles. S
Nevertheless, a gteat deal of integtation has been achieved:
there is a common external tariff; the members of the EC
negotiate in GATT with a siJ;lgle voice; there are European
Regional Development and 'Social Funds; the EMS has
contributed to some extent to exchange-rate stability among
its members; and the Commission has pursued an active
competition policy. The Commission, however, believes that
not enough has been done and that the common market must
be completed if European industry is to have comparable
advantages, in terms of size of home market, to the US and
Japan. In the Single European Act (SEA) the Commission
proposes (and this has now been accepted in principle by all
of the member governments): the removal of physical obstacles
to the free movement of goods and people; the removal of
technical obstacles such as those arising from different
standards; and the removal of the remaining fiscal obstacles
to trade - mainly, radically diverging VAT rates.'
Ultimately, it is argued, the same conditions that govern
the domestic market should be applied throughout the single,
internal, European market. This is, moreover, proposed for
1992 (Cockfield 1987). The Commission says that there will
be significant economic benefits, if the proposals are
implemented. On the removal of physical barriers, Peter
Sutherland, the Commissioner for Competition Policy has
argued that a 'rough estimate of the cost of internal borders
has been calculated at between 5-10 per cent of the value of

•
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goods in intra-Community trade' and therefore this percentage
will be gained from removing these borders (Sutherland 1986,
p. 10). The cost of delays alone have been estimated by the
Commission at 12 billion ECU per year, or 1 per cent of trade
(McAleese 1986, p. 18). On technical barriers, Sutherland argues
that non-tari£{ barriers, 'often in the guise of technical
standards', abound. These must be removed if European
industry (whether in the motor components sector or
information technology) is to emerge. Finally, on fiscal barriers
(which Sutherland mistakenly believed would be the 'most
sensitive of all the proposals'l), the Commission is proposing
harmonisation, which does not mean unification of tax levels,
but flexibility within a band to allow the setting of national
tax rates. Those members with high VAT rates, Ireland and
Denmark in particular, will, the Commission acknowledges,
need special consideration in this change (Sutherland 1986,
p.12).
Commissioner Sutherland is correct in arguing that
'common policies can help to restore the international
competitiveness of European firms and a large home market
will give them a base from which they can expand' (Sutherland
1986, p. 13). However, these mpre competitive European firms
are likely to be located in the more advanced regions of the
Community. To the extent that completing the internal market
removes the vestiges of protection for industry in peripheral
regions, de-industrialisation may occur for those who can least
a£{ord it.'
However, to the extent that there are positive effects from
completing the internal market and to the extent that these
industrial gains by the core countries in th~ EC spill over
on the peripheral economies, Ireland and the other peripheral
countries will gain automatically, even without discrimination
in their favour. The two possibilities, or tendencl~ - that
economic integration may lead to gains for ·tb.e less
industrialised regions, and that it may lead to losses for"tpese
regions - have been discussed by Mauhews (1983, pp. i1632) under the headings of, respectively, 'the classical mOilel'.
and 'the core-periphery model'. The weight of his evidence'·
suggests that the latter model is, more appropriate, yet he argues . against withdrawal from the Community. He supports .
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" continued membership mainly because withdrawal 'would not
·chi!.nge the circumstances that give rise to greater profitability
fo~, cO'fe industries, or lead to balance of payments pressure
on peripheral-regions' (Matthews 1983, p. 131 ). There is, he
arguesi much room for improving Ireland's position within
the Community through 'a more effective and structured use
of the subStantial powers that the Irish state still has even
within the EE<;'. Presumably the same argument would apply
to other, more' recent, peripheral members. Indeed, these
substantial powers may be significantly enhanced by a
cooperative approach on the part of all such members, with
a common interest in offsetting the negative effects of the
centralising tendencies of a common market.
Industrial regrouping
Due to increasing costs, increasing foreign competition and
shrinking demand, some of the traditional industries have been
faced with severe problems over the last decade. Such sectors
as textiles, steel and shipbuilding have had to restructure, and
the Community has attempted to ensure that government
assistance has not shifted problems from one member country
to another. Aid has been permitted only in special cases and
where long-term viability is likely. EC-Ievel intervention to
remove production surpluses and aid in the retraining of
redundant workers has been particularly intense in the steel
industry (Swann 1984, pp 298-301).
This restructuring and the absence of investment in new
capacity has contributed to the high levels of unemployment.
The Community is concerned about its increasing dependence
on the rest of the world for products incorporating, or produced
by using, new information technology (IT). For example, over
80 per cent of the microcomputers purchased in the Community
are imported (O'Brien 1986, pp. 30-35). In all but two of the
thirteen major sub-sectors within computer, semi-conductor
and communications technologies, Europe lags behind the
United States and Japan, the two exceptions being software
and digital electronic switching (Woolcock 1984). In the world
market, this expresses itself in such facts as that, of the top
fifteen computer companies in the world in 1982, only three
were European (and none of the top eight) (Richonnier 1984),
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and 1T0m a European point of view more recent figures would
show a disimprovement since 1982. (Among European
computer companies only Olivetti has been really successful,
and it is at least part-owned by ATI'I) There is no disputing
the enormous gap between Europe on the one h and and the
United States and Japan on the other in relation to new
technologies (Economist 1985, Knight 1986, and Dekker 1985).
Recent studies suggest that this gap is more 'in the
COMMERCIALISATION AND USE of new technologies - in
other words that, as before, the gap is one of management
not technology per se' (Sharp 1986, p. 291: emphasis as in
the original). The inefficiency, whether caused by management
or scientific research and development, can be seen in the
fragmentation of the European IT industry. It is a major reason
for the continuing tendency for European firms to fall behind
their competitors in the US and Japan. Telecommunications
provides a good example of these problems. Many European
countries have state-owned telecommunications monopolies.
Each has until recently set its own technical standards which
have prevented imports of foreign equipment - whether
European or not. Each has attempted to protect its home
market, but these home market&are too small.
Both through their protection of their home markets and
through their apparent unwillingness to cooperate among
themselves, European IT companies have contributed to the
continuing fragmentation. While there were some fifty joint
ventures or acq uisitions in the semiconductor industry between
1980 and 1983, only two were between European firms
(Woolcock 1984, p. 318). Joint ventures with US firms are
preferred, because they provide access to gte,lter sources of
'.
capital, and to the American market.
There are a number of more recent examples of such
European/extra-European joint ventures among hightechnology companies. In the telecommunications area in 1986,
a joint venture between ATI' and Philips was reported; partownership of Olivetti by ATI' was achieved; and, followihg
a takeover bid for Plessey (UK) by GEe (US), an agre,,"ent ,
was reached on cooperation between the two companies
(Financial Times I December 1986; see also FinTech ·1 ·75/
2, 1987). In machine toollrobqtics, from the end of 1983 to
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',the end of 1984, there were three joint ventures between UK
, al)d, Japanese companies alone, not to mention agreements
be~een other European companies and Japanese companies
(Horn. et al 1986). In this industry, in fact, there is evidence
of systetnatic preference for Japanese partners over European
ones, at l'east -among UK and French companies (Andreosso
1986). If, as Woolcock (1984, p. 320) has argued, 'joint ventures
with third countries perpetuate the fragmentation of the
European market', then: in summary, fragmentation and
attempts to achieve greater commercial efficiency through
associations with third-country firms are major problems from
a European industrial-policy perspective.
Different views on how to solve these problems can be
categorised along a continuum from non-interventionist to
interventionist. Sharp's conclusion, mentioned above, that the
gap between Europe on the one hand and US and Japan on
the other, is one of management rather than of technology,
leads her to conclude that the 'scope for government action
is limited', and that joint venture and licensing deals with
US and Japanese firms will bring access to the skills not
available in Europe, mainly, in her view, managerial skills.
She opposes government support for 'national champions':
There is the obvious danger in such cases of creating
'European champions' in the place of national champions,
and being forced to protect them from international
competition because their products are not internationally
competitive. (Sharp 1986, p. 292)
Woolcock (1984) is more interventionist. While he sees benefits
in the domestic liberalisation of the telecommunications
industries, he argues for collaboration between governments
on European pu'blic procurement policies and the imposition
of European standards. He sees the ESPRIT programme as an
example of what can be achieved.
Geroski and Jacquemin argue the need for even more
intervention, for a 'quite activist' industrial policy. The
purpose of this policy would be to 'reinforce the competitive
market process in which European firms must operate', not
to 'pick winners' (1985, p. 202).
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Still more interventionist is Richonnier, who contradicts
Sharp in three main ways. First, he argues that Europe has
undergone an intellectual decline: 'its research potential is
considerably lower than it was' (1984, p. 234). He illustrates
this point with data on relative numbers in third-level
education and on numbers of Nobel prize-winners. Thus, for
Richonnier, the gap between Europe and the US or japan is one
of intellectual capacity to develop new technologies and not
just of ability to commercially exploit those technologies.'
Second, Richonnier is sceptical of the long·run gains to be
derived from associations with US and japanese companies.
In his view, 'collaboration between European companies is
more likely to favour European growth and jobs than mixed
operations between Europe and japan or the US'.
Third, h e writes of the 'myth [of] the omnipotence of the
"invisible hand" so dear to Adam Smith' - the successes of
the US and japan, were achieved with the help of substantial
public aid:
In large part it was the vasL American military and space
programmes and the enormous civil research and development programmes initiated by the japanese MITI that gave
rise to the microelectronics revolution almost ten years ago.
(Richonnier 1984, p. 235)
That the state has played a key role in the development of
technology is also argued strongly by Solo (1982). WiLh a
number of examples from recent US economic history, he
shows that the staLe has been directly involved in bOLh financing
and controlling the direction of research and development.'
Traditionally in the Community, France ha~ been the most
interventionist in industrial policy, and Germany the least.
As a result, the policy of centrally aliocaLing resources to key
industries, and in practice 'picking winners' th.r'ough an
explicit plan, has come to be known as the 'French view' of
industrial policy" Parts of this policy have been implem~nted
for decades in France and were of particular importance un{ier
the Socialist governments of the early 1980s, though the
completion of the nationalisaLion programme and massive
governmenL invesLment in the top five companies were·

Administration Vol 36, No 2

176

--!

'announced as new and very different industrial strategy'
(La\lber 1983, p, 169). However, since the advent to power
'-ot Jacques Chirac in 1986, French industrial policy can no
IO\lger be said to be consistent with the 'French view'. It now
favo~rs private initiative, privatisation of some of the main
public ,sector enterprises, and in a number of important respects
is thus significant departure from industrial policy of the
first half of the 19805.
The European Community as a whole has clearly acknowledged the need for at least a cooperative approach among
European firms and research institutes in relation to Rand
D.lI Its efforts revolve around a number of programmes, each
of which provides funds to encourage cooperation in Rand
D in different sectors. The following are among these
programmes.

a

1. ESPRIT (European Strategic Programme for Information
Technologies). This is the prototype of actions by the
Community to help European firms to respond to the
challenge of foreign competition. Under the ESPRIT
programme, the Community can fund up to 50 per cent
of pre-competitive research and develqpment work,
undertaken jointly by enterprises from at least two member
states, universities and research institutes. Areas covered
include: microprocessors, software development, office
automation and production automation. ESPRIT also
involves attempts to encourage various participants in the
programme to share information and disseminate the results
of their work.
2. RACE (Research and Development in Advanced Communications Technologies for Europe). This programme aims
to get Europe to the forefront in the telecommunications
industry by aiding in the research towards the development
and introduction of fully integrated sound, picture and data
telecommunications networks.
3. BRITE (Basic Research in Industrial Technologies in
Europe). This programme aims at the development and
dissemination of new products and processes using new
technologies in the 'traditional' industries.
4. Biotechnology. This research programme has the
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objective of stimulating research and training in such areas
as bio-informatics and genetic engineering_
5. COMETT (Community action programme for Education
and Training for Technology). Under COMETT, a programme agreed in mid-1986, closer links between industry
and universities in the Community are encouraged. Joint
training schemes will be developed, run and assessed to
ensure that the training provided answers companies'
technology needs.
Clearly the Community and (to a slightly lesser extent) its
member governments are taking seriously the need to respond
to the threat of foreign competition in key sectors. This may
create problems for multinational corporations with a£filiates
in Europe if the financial encouragement of research and
development between European firms is seen as official
sanction for actions discriminating against foreign companies.
After all, the aim of the Commission is protectionist - to
give European companies advantages over others . in the
European market. The Reagan administration has 'alr'ady told
EEC governments that it considers their intention -., create
Community-wide norms and standards an act of discrimination
against American companies competing in the Community'
(Economist 10-16 May 1986).
This American resistance to Europe-wide effort to become
internationally competitive is evident in other ways. In one
of the important sub-sectors of the new-technology industries
(satellite broadcasting), Europe has, through the Ariane rocket
and Intelsat, had significant successes. American representatives of the US government have been ac\ive in visiting
European government ministers and influential· members of
the public, to argue the case for deregulating telecommunications." The hish Direct Broadcast by Satellite (DBS)
franchise has been given to a company associated withH;ughes
Communications, an American subsidiary of General Motors.
Hughes will build the Irish satellite and arrange its laurlch
by Shuttle. 'The Irish satellite system will playa key role' in
US attempts to circumvent the Intelsat monopoly [in Europe]
and break down resistance of EEC member states to US led
telecommunications deregulation' (Bell and Meehan 1986).
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SQould ' the Community respond to American threats and
\ step back from its encouragement of intra-European
cotlaboration (which would be close to Sharp's position), or
sha.uld it strengthen its support for European technological
cooperation (a la Richonnier)?
In a' <;,ommission publication (which does 'not ne<:essarily
reflect the official view of the institutions of the Community'
but is clearlj( not far from those views), European File (1984),
it is argued' that 'disjointed national efforts have proved
incapable of meeting' the challenge of US and Japanese
technological superiority. The solution is to coordinate
research activity in Europe, as was done by the Japanese
government and by a US research cooperative among semiconductor manufacturers. The effect should be to reduce the
duplication of national Rand D efforts; to form large and
stable research teams; and to avoid any 'delays caused by
dependence on imported technology' (European File 1984, p.
5). These are the hoped-for re~ults of ESPRIT and the other
programmes. The results will not be known until 1994 as
ESPRIT is a ten-year programme and was only launched in
1984.
It remains to be seen how successful the EC's various research
programmes and ESPRIT in particular, will be, in solving the
problems of investment and technology in Europe. It is our
view that while these programmes will go some of the way
towards creating a more industrially integrated Europe, they
do not go far enough. With Richonnier (1984), Solo (1982)
and others, we believe that more direction of investment by
a powerful, central authority is necessary. Adopting a freemarket strategy, as advocated by Sharp (1986), will not achieve
long-run European revival. What is necessary is for the
Commission to consider proposed joint ventures etc, just as
at present it does within the context of competition policy,
but with the added criterion of encouraging Community
preference. "
To illustrate, a British machine-tool manufacturer wishing
to gain access to new technology may choose a Japanese firm
because the latter offers the best deal. The Japanese firm's
offer is likely to be most attractive because it, in turn, gains
the advantage of access to the European market." An Italian
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or Gennan firm, which already has this access, would be
unlikely to offer as good a deal to the British manufacturer.
The short-term interests of all parties appear to be maximised
by the British/Japanese joint venture, but this is probably not
in the best longer-term interests of European production,
exports and employment. It amounts, in some respects and
in some regions, to the 'peripheralisation' of Europe. The highskill, advanced-technology parts of the production process will
end up being located outside Europe - in the US and Japan.
There is an example of this in the automotive industry.
Toyota's difficulties in obtaining access to the UK truck market
have to some extent been overcome by an agreement with the
Irish company, Harris Assemblers. Parts are imported into
Ireland from Japan, assembled, and re-exported to the UK.
British truck manufacturers have complained about this
practice but it does not seem to have contravened Community
rules so far and thus the Commission can not intervene.
The British posi tion here appears contradictory - favouring
association with a Japanese firm in the first case and objecting
to an association with a Japanese firm in the second. However,
the importance of creating jobs in Britain in the short term
explains this. Thus, it is acc~ptable for the Japanese to be
in Britain, but not in Ireland.
Implications for Ireland
What effect would a policy encouraging Community preference
in direct international investment, joint venture and licensing
deals have on a small, peripheral European economy like
Ireland? On the one hand, we are arguing that a more
European-orientated industrial development strategy is
necessary. On the other, it is true that Ireland's industrialisation
over the past 25 years has relied to a large extent on nonEuropean multinational corporations (MNCs). Indeed}~he IDA
has recently adopted a programme for encouraging-japanese
firms to set up subsidiaries in this country. Just as the Japanese
machine-tool manufacturer in the above example was attracted
to Britain by its membership in the EC, so are the US and'
Japanese firms attracted to Ireland for the same reason (among
olhers)." But should, for example, electronic companies in
Ireland be excluded from ESPRIT or other research funding
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'\ because they are not European?16 If yes, then very little of
,this funding will go to Ireland because its electronics industry
is-So dominated by non-European and US MNCs in particular.
In''addition, if joint ventures between EC countries is
encolfraged, would non-European MNCs be discouraged from
coming t<i Ireland? If yes, then Ireland's industrial development
will clearly suffer.
If Ireland and other less industrialised regions are to remain
in an industrially integrated Europe, then the Community
must exercise its power in promoting industrial development
in these regions. Social and regional development funds must
be doubled; even this will only minimally affect regional
inequality. There may well be costs rather than benefits to
Ireland in the short term, but a revived Europe will in the
long run provide a much more secure base for industrialising
Ireland than the present one of MNCs with low sub-supply
linkages and the danger of over-dependency arising from the
high mobility of MNC operations with low skill content
(O'Leary, pp. 13-14). There is, moreover, evidence that, with
the exception of German firms, European investment in Ireland
has higher wage and salary costs per employee, Irish raw
material inputs as a percentage of total raw material inputs,
and Irish services as a percentage of total services, than US
operations in Ireland (IDA 1985).
There will have to be a transition period for all the members,
and for those dependent on non-European MNCs in particular,
during which industrial development strategies will be shifted
to take account of the objective of Community preference. Such
a transition period may be forced on Europe in any case, given
that there has been a massive decline in US foreign direct
investment since 1980, and that the proportion of this
investment coming to Europe has also declined (O'Leary 1987,
p. 16; and NESC 1986, pp. 114- \17).
We do not propose an exclusion of extra-European direct
investments, or even of other associations between European
and non-European firms. Rather, we suggest that there is an
urgent need to offset the present systematic bias in favour of
US and Japanese firms, and this can be achieved only by
agreement based on a new political will to achieve a European
industrial community.
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Conclusion
This article has argued that not only is there a dearth of
investment in Europe. but that it is of the wrong kind. A
new strategy is necessary to solve these problems. Community
programmes such as ESPRIT are a first step. These programmes
should be strengthened by a more dynamic and efficient
approach. European preference should serve as a guide to the
new industrial development strategy. at first in relation to
takeovers. and ultimately in relation to all association
agreements. Special consideration should be given during and
after the introduction of this strategy to peri pheral economies.
such as Ireland. where there is a high concentration of nonEuropean MNCs. A more efficient. technological. industrially
active Europe would enhance new industrial development in
Ireland. and should be a major goal of Irish and European
strategies for industrial development.
Notes to article
many. France. Italy. UK, and
Spain, and one each from the
remaining member countries are nominated by their governments, they must receive the
agreement of all member governments. The Co mmission acts
purely in the Community interGreece. Spain and Portugal
est and no Commissioner accepts
joined on I January 1986. and
instructions fro m any single
are therefore not inel uded in the
member government.
data.
s Swann 1984. p. 157. On discrim2 On the question of branch
inatory public procurement polimpact on the rest of industry,
icies, see, for~ example, McLachand the importance of a strategic
lan 1985.
.,
industry within manufacturing
6 There is also a section in the SEA
industry as a whole, see
r~ferring to <COO~lion in the
Andreosso 1986.
sphere of foreign pOlicy' which
, This lack of data 'IS due to the
has been found by the Irish
[act that questions about the
Supreme
Court
to
be
purpose of investment are not yet
unconstitutional. A referendum
included in the investment surwas held on 26 May 1987 to
veys in all the membe,r countries.
change the Constitution'so as to
4 The Commission is the main
allow the SEA to be passed.
initiator of new policies within
Through there was a small
the Community. While the
turnout, a majority of voters
members - two each from Ger- .

I

Unless otherwise specified, what
is meant by 'Europe' or 'Western
Europe' in this paper, is the
European Community: France"
West Germany, Italy, Belgium,
Netherlands. Luxembourg, Den~
mark. Ireland. Britain (UK). and
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supported it.
Sears 1979. fot warnings of
the potential HI·effects for peri.
ph~raI economies of integrating
into the EEC. .
, Solo (1982, p. 167) argues the
need fof, formal education in
technologi'cal development from
an intervention is t American
perspective.
'\.
.
9 See in particular his discussion
of NASA and its 'spillover' effects
on the economy.
10 See, for example, Jones 1981. pp.
149-154.
11 Though, as Richonnier (1984, p.
240) argues, 'It is unforrunate
that it took twenty years to
7'. See

discover a method that has long
been successful in Japan, i.e. the

12

U

pooling oC resea rch efforts by
firms.' Mor eover, even with
respect to this sharing of resources, there is, at limes. less than
full commitment on the part oC
some governments. and the UK
in particular - see item in
Financial Times 4 April 1987,
'UK still blocks EEC research
programme' .
In particular, a representative of
the Of£ice of the Co-ordinator,
International Communication
and Information Policy, US
Department or Slate, was in
Europe in Marchi April 1986
(Bell and Meehan 1986).
European preference is already
expressed to some extent within
competition policy - see Commission approval for British aid
to the molor industry on the
grounds, a t least in pan, that
Rover had chosen DAF of HoIland for the merger with Leyland
Trucks, rather than Paccar of the
US which had also been interested (Dickson 1987). See also
President of the Commission,

,

Delors' warning that if privatisation of French telecom company CGCT should involve
association with anOlher lclecom
<;:ampany. preference should be
given to European rather tha n
American bidders (Fin Tech I 771
7, 1987).
It In a comment on this paper,
Professor Dermot McAleese has
suggested that removing the
appropriate common external
tariff may offset this advantage
and thus equalise the situation
with respect to the Japanese and
Italian firms. However, unless
the European producers are
already very well established in
their home markets, and bearing
in mind the notorious 'natural'
protection of the Japanese
market. this may well have more
adverse than positi ve effects. A
reeen[ decision by Korean firm,
Saehan Media, to set up a plant
in Ireland, provides an added
twist to the argument. An undertaking that Ireland 'would use its
influence in the EEC to ensure
that Korea was not arbitrarily
included in anti-dumping measures [is, [or the Koreans] an
important quid pro quo (or their
investment' (Wren 1987).
IS See Blackwell and O'Malley
J984. On the whole question of
the effects of EC membership on
industrialisation in Ireland. see
both Blackwell and O'Malley
1984 and Matthews 1983.
16 At present, according to a spo kesman for the NEST, subsidiaries
of American firms in Ireland are
not excl uded from (unding
under EC researclt programmes,
but the vast majority of this
funding goes to the large European companies.
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The three books under review· give very different interpretations of the
Northern Ireland conflict. Frank Wrigh t argues that the underlying cause
is structural; the relations within Northern Ireland and between Northern
Ireland and Great Britain lead to ever-increasing cycles of violence. Peter
Brooke sees the cause of the trouble as Irish Catholicism which threatens
the nalional idemity and rights of Ulster Protestants. Robert Crawford
suggests th allhe conflict is caused by extremists with closed minds.
Wright's argument is the most important and far reaching. His
interpretation shows how the stances of Brooke and Crawford, the extreme
and the moderate Unionist, may flt into and perpetuate the conflict.
In what follows I discuss and give a preliminary evaluation of each
book in turn. In the concl usion I draw together some threads of argument.

The dynamics of conflict: Frank Wright
Wright attempts to show the logical dynamic of the Northern Ireland
conflict and the possibility of its resolution. He compares Northern
Ireland to ethnic frontier societies and to seulement colonia l ·societies,
ranging from Bohemia and Prussian Poland to Algeria and the southern
states of the USA. Informing the analysis is a philosophical theory of
violence derived frum Rene Girard (1977).
This is an important and insightful book. It is also dense, difficu lt,
and the point of the long historical sections is not always made clear.
h is packed with empirical material a nd systematically non-judgemental
but it is ..also highly philosophical a nd indeed religious. The book ends
with a Christian call: fai th alone is the resLTaim on vio lence.
On a philosophical level, Wright argues that civilised society disguises
its inherent viol ence in its foundin g myth of the scapegoat; thus the
'sacred order' of the state and its monopolisation of armed force come
to be accepted. Failing this, force is met with force and cycles of revenge
and violence break down all institutional order and become sel{·
perpetuating a nd lacking in content. Such cycles, Wright argues, are
normal, for the capacity for such violence is in each of us. The point
-Frank Wright, Nort h~rn lr~la71d: a compaTO.liv~ a'lalysLs Dublin: Gill and
Macmillan,1987.
,
Peter Brooke. Ulsl~r Presbyterianism Dubli n: Gill and Macmillan, f987.
Robert C. Crawford, Loyal to King Billy: a portrait of the Ulst er Protestants
Dublin: Gill and Macmillan, 1987.
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of political ana lysis is LO try to identify the few points where cycles
of violence might be broken and institutional order reconstituted.
On the level or comparative politics, Wright distinguishes between
ethnic frontier societies, like Prussian Poland, and seulement colo nial
societies. like Algeria. The distinction is one of degree. Each is governed
by a m etropolis from which scuJers came to'the region. Seu]ement colonies
are usually nineteenth century in origin, they have a relatively small
percentage of selllers in rela tion to natives, they super-exploit native
labo ur and they institutionalise legal and political procedures which
protect the settlers' dominant position. Ethnic frontjers are typically
seventeenth or eigh teenth century in origin, there is relative equality
of economic conditions between 'citizen' a nd 'native' populations and
greater socia-political equality than in settlement co lo nies. Nonhern
Ireland is an ethnic fronrier society.
Wright perceives a common logic of conflict in the societies he studies.
Here I summarise his argument about the interests of and relations
between metropolis, 'citizens' and 'natives'. Consider the metropolis. Even
when it no longer has any economic or territorial inlerests in the ethnic
(ronu er, it retains a political interest for it needs to protect its own 'sacred
order' and nation al myths. It must insul ate itse1f from the violence of
the ethnic frontier, disguise the fact that its law is crucially weak there,
while retaining IlS national pride. Otherwise the violence of the ethnic
frontier will become internalised within the metropolis leading , Wright
argues, to fascism .
Cap italism increases economic equality on the ethnic frontier. 'Citizens'
see thi s as a challenge to order. They are vigilant against any hint of
rebellion and their own fear o f revenge leads them to imagine rebellion
everywhere. [[ metropolitan society tries lo enforce lega l equality, 'citizens'
respond by defi ance actions. Moderate 'citizens' are in creasingly
ineffective; they h ave no influence on extremists unless they identify
with their aims, thus ultimately furth ering cycles o[ violence. The
'troublemaker veto' - 'we can't control our ex tremists against your
provocalion' - is used to prevent 'native' assertion . There is little room
for 'natives' LO demonstrate th a L their desire [or equality is not a desire
for violence. Wright argues that viol en ce o n the ethnic fronti er tends
to increase: each side focuses on the others' extremi'sts and justiCies its
own violence in tenns oE the others. Law itsel£ becomes the object of
connict; for the 'citizen', law is 'our law ', [or the 'native't11 is dominatory
violen ce.
Wrigh t argues that neither the internal reconstrucdon df t{le Southern
United Sta tes in the 1960s nor French wilhdrawal from Algeiia wovide
appropriate model s for the resolution o[ the Northern -Ireland conQ..icl.
However the Anglo-Irish Agreement offers hope of reso lution because,
unlike the intractab le Leban ese and Cypriot conflicts, the external powers
of Great Britain and the Repub lic are m oderating their own natiQnalist
cla ims. and because the Agreement oHers a symmetrical insti tutional
order which is equally disliked by nation alist and uuionist.·
Wright 'S analysis of the tendencies for increasing vioience shows the
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\ almost intractable nature of the conflict in Northern Ireland. It should

. 'be required reading for those in Great Britain and the Republic who
jusf'hope the problem will go away. While many of his political and
histQricai interpretations might be contested, my questions focus on his
central~philosophical thesis that violence begets violence about nothing
and thar the..on1y restraint is faith. It is not clear to me that the detailed
analysis in.. the- book bears out this thesis. Arguably, violence for the
sake of violence is not the norm in Northern Ireland; the violence is
about power and sovereignty, justice and rights. Arguably, there are more
institutional and'i~eological restraints on violence than Wright allows.
A Protestant nation: Peter Brooke
Peter Brooke's book on Ulster Presbyterianism is a peculiar mixture
of historical study and political tract. Its style of political argument
shows some signs of the vigilance and defiance which Wright has
analysed.
Brooke's history focuses on Ulster Presbyterian ideas about church
organisation and relations between church and state. His sources are
pamphlets, sermons and books published by Presbyterian intellectuals,
usually dergy. He argues thaI, in the seventeenth and eighteenilicenturies,
Ulster Presbyterians created a distinctive society with its own rules,
discipline and political culture, which was relatively autonomous from
the state. Ulster Presbyterian history in this period, although distinctive,
was in important ways similar to developments in parts of Great Britain.
Through the nineteenth century, however, the Presbyterian proto-nation
lost its autonomy as Ulster Presbyterians were gradually integrated into
the British state and a Protestant Ulster nation developed in response
to a reconstituted Irish Catholicism. In the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries the 'normal' British path of development from religious to
secular politics was stunted in Northern Ireland because (1) the political
strength of Irish Catholicism was not defeated as it was in Great Britain;
(2) the British refused to integrate Northern Ireland into the state system
via the main political parties.
The political implications of Brooke's argument are that (I) from the
protest against the First Home Rule Bill to the protest against the AngloIrish Agreement, the Ulster Protestant nation has been asserting its rights
against the Catholic threat; and (2) bigotry in Northern Irish politics
would vanish with full political integration; without it. bigotry is
inevitable.
.
The book is valuable as a historical study but is limited in its re£erence5
to elite Presbyterian intellectual culture. It does not consider the popular,
mass level of Presbyterianism. Analysis at this level is necessary if Brooke
is to show that Presbyterians once constituted an autonomous society
within society, unrelated to Catholics, and if his characterisation of
Presbyterian political culture as intellectual and non-evangelical is to
be proven U'ue of the whole Presbyterian people.
Brooke's political argument for integration with Britain does not rest
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on any feeling of Britishness or sharing of British values; rather
integration is a defence against Catholic attack. His argument is open
to question on two grounds. First, his emphasis on a distinctive Ulster
Protestant political culture, in many respects opposed LO British values
(pp . 209-11). seems to contradict his view that Ulster Protestants are
ineradicably British. Secondly, his argument rests on an overly
sympatheti c view of Ulster Protestantism as non-sectarian and an overly
negative account of Irish Catholicism as irredeemably sectarian (pp. 2002). His justification - that a Protestant state (or a Protestant people
is not attached LO anyone church - disregards those who were excluded
from power in Northern Ireland.

Moderate Unionism: Robert Crawford
Crawford's book aims to give an English audience a greater understanding
of the Northern Protestant position and culture. Crawlord is himself
a Northern Presbyterian minister who has spent many years abroad in
the USA, Nigeria and England. The book begins with an autobiographical chapter and then covers the history and religions of Ulster and
the present politiad crisis. As historico-political analysis, it is in general
accurate, although not scholarly or original. and it fulfils its aim.
The book is also of interest as exemplifying the views of a moderate
Unionist. Crawford sees himself as a moderniser and sees the major
distinction among Northern Protestants as between those with 'open'
and 'dosed' minds. However he shares Unionists' blind spots. He does
not recognjse the sectarianism of the B-Specials; he repeats Terence
O'Neill's comment about Catholics learning to live like Protestants
without acknowledging how insulting this was to the Catholic
population; the most glaring mistakes of fact in the hook are about
the Northern nationalist tradition, for example, that Gerry Fitt is a leader
of the SDLP (pp. 16, 77-9, liS). Most importantly, Crawford assumes
that Unionists' desire to retain the union and their sense of nationalist
claims as threatening are natural. intelligible and require no further
analysis. He does not probe the basis of the Unionist sense of Britishness.
In what are their feelings rooted? Is there any diHerence between his
feelings in this respect and those of 'dosed' minds? Crawford argues
that a resolution of the Northern Ireland conflict req..uires a change of
mentality by exlIeme Unionists and a general effort <ll reconciliation.
He does nOl sufficiently recognise that there may also be obstacles to
reconciliation in the attitudes and beliefs of moderate unionist$.
'.

How adequate are these interpretations of the Northern Ireland iop"{)ict1
I have already suggested that there are. weaknesses in Brooke's\3nd
Crawford's arguments. Wright's interpretations of the confli ct is more
di£ficl.llt to assess. It casts light on some centra] fea tures of the conflict.
However, I think that his fundamental philosophical vision leads him
to reduce the specific content of the Northern Ireland conflict to a general
opposition between comendess violence and sacred order. His concern
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is with a generalised and primordial level of, human motivation rather
\!-han with institutional or ideological SUuclures. This leads to problems
10 hjs political analysis.
'First. Wright presents Unionists and nationalists as two opposed ethnic
or n'alional groups equivalent in terms of motivation to whites and blacks
in the'\Jnited Stales, or Germans and ~Poles in Prussian Poland; they
are all simply 'citizens' and 'natives', This generalised, non-specific level
of analysisls shown when he argues for the Anglo-Irish Agreement on
the purely formal grounds of its symmetry with respect to the two
communities. But this methodological approach prevents Wright from
testing the thesis'thaL violent conflict becomes devoid of content (or,
at the best of times, there is no cultural content in the relation between
'citizens' and 'natives'. If the Northern Ireland conflict is about more
than supremacism and ethnic kudos, if it is in part about justice, rights,
equality and freedom, and about the proper interpretation of these values,
Wright's method will lend to prevent him from seeing this.
Second, Wrighl exaggerates the extent lO which institutional and
ideological restraints on violence have been undermined in Northern
Ireland. Nationalist and unionist ideologies constantly appeal to the
Western tradition of political values and to institutions (British and
European) which embody these values. The conUicting concepts o(
unionist and nationalist identi.ty are constituted within these ideologies,
ohen in ambiguous ways. The ideologies are used to justify violence
but they can also restrain it. For example, each side's lOlerance oC the
viol ence of their paramilitaries exists only within definite limits. It is
a very important Question where exactly the institutional and ideological
limitS on violence lie and the extent to which they have already been
undermined But to answer the question requires a closer analysis of
the specific institutions and ideologies which structure the Northern
freland conflict.
My suggestion is that Wright's analysis of the dynamic of conflict
must be supplemented with an analysis of the role of ideological and
institutional structures in constituting, reproducing and restraining the
conflict. Both the value and the limits of Wright's analysis may be shown
by a consideration o( the books by Brooke and Crawford.
Brooke's argument illustrates Wright's view that extremism (in this
case, rhetorical extremism) justifies itseU in terms of the violence of the
other and defends itselLby denying the validity of the other's traditions,
arguments and grievances (pp. vii-viii, 20l, 208-11). However Brooke
repeatedly and systematically justifies his political stance by an appeal
to the beliefs, val ues and cuI tural tradi lions of Northern Protestan t society.
This makes the difference between his legitimate political position and
mere supremacism. It is politicdlly important not merely to show how
this ideology feeds of{ and into the Northern Ireland conflict, but also
to critically evaluate its content.
Crawford would reject Wright's view that moderdtes cannot stand up
to extremists. Is his 'openness' only possible because of his distance from
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Northern Ireland? Is his moderation a function of his misunderstanding
of the nationalist position? ]f his goodwill could survive life in Northern
Ireland, would this be a function of faith rather than reasop? Such would
be Wright's interpretation of Crawford's position and it carries much
weight. What I find most interes ting, however. is Crawford's seeming
unawareness of many of the issues at stake. There are, I think, real
cognitive problems in the moderate Unionist position - lack of
understanding of nationalism, lack of self-knowledge of the roots of
their own patriotism. It is here, in the discussion of these issues, that
diaJogue may be possible.
Reference

Rene Girard, Violence and the Sacred (Baltimore; Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1977).

,

,

".

Conlinutd /rom in.rUk front &OlJtr.

7. If iUustrations such as line graphs are included in an article, they should be
submitted in finished fonn.
8. Olher p.inJs 10 "ott in prep.ring Iypucripts are as follows .
• Spell out %, ego 51 per cent of the population, 33 per cent of GNP.
• Use single quotation marks, ego 'The splendour falls on castle .walls'.
• Treat acronyms as a block without full stops, ego EC, USA, OECD.
• Indent each paragraph in the typescript by three letter spaces, except after
the title of the article, subheadings or after indented mattcr such as long
quotes.
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10 April 1916.
• Put referencc numbers in the text in superior numbers, ego 'This allowed
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