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Annal 

Electoral Reform - A Red Herring?* 

DONAL de BUITLEIR 

Donal de Builliir war one of/he authors of/he article 'A Design for Demo
cracy' which appeaud in Administration, Vol. 34 12. 

There have been increasing calls in recent months for a refonn of 
our electoral system. Advocates of this course have included the 
then Taoiseach, Dr Garret FitzGerald, I the then Minister for 
Social Welfare, Gemma Hussey,' and former MEP, Brendan 
Halligan.3 A proposal to adopt a party list system also appeared 
in the Fine Gael manifesto for the February 1987 general elec
tion. In these circumstances it may be useful to consider the 
conclusions of the Royal Commission on the Electoral Systein in 
New Zealand' which reported in December 1986. 

Background 
The New Zealand constitution places almost no limits on the 
powers of governments to carry out their responsibilities. Parlia
ment has supreme law-making powers. There is no second 
chamber and there are no gej"!eral legal restrictions, such as 
might be found in a bill of rights, on the exercise of the govern
ment's powers both in parliament and outside it. There is no 
constitutional decentralisation of power to subsidiary bodies 
such as local authorities. The existing New Zealand electoral 
system is the plurality or 'first-past-the-post' system in single
member constituencies. 

The Royal Commission was established in February 1985 by 
the prime minister, David Lange. The terms of reference 
required it to report on such matters as whether the existing 

·Special thanks are due to Donal Q'Brolchain [or obtailling a copt of the 
Report oj (he New -? ttlLand ROJflI Commission so soon after its pubiication " nd 
encouraging me to ~ad it, and for giving comments on the first draft of tfJis 
paper. I am grateful also to John Roden and Don lnornhill for valuable . 
suggestions and to Yvonne Murphy for preparing the text. All errors a~e my . 
responsibility. \.. 
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. . system of parliamentary representation should continue or 
'. whether aU or a specified number or proportion of members of 
'parliament should be elected under an alternative system Dr 

alternative systems, such as proportional representation or pre
fere'ntial voting. 

'The Commission was also asked to consider a number of spe
cific issu~, such as the size of parliament, Maori representation 
in parliament, the fixing of electoral boundaries, the term of 
parliament, the use of referenda, the question of election 
expenses and thc!·financing of political parties. The main report 
was completed in December 1986 and runs to 302 pages. 

Criteria for judging voting systems 
The Commission began by establishing a number of criteria by 
which alternative voting systems should be assessed. No voting 
system can fuUy meet the ideal standards set by these criteria. 
The Commission concluded that the best voting system was the 
one that provides the most satisfactory balance among them, 
taking account of a country's history and current circumstances. 
The main criteria were: 

(i) Fairness between political parties. The number of seats 
gained by a politi~al party should be proportional to the 
number of voters who support that party. 

(ii) Effective representation of minorities and special interests. The 
voting system should ensure that parties, candidates and 
MPs are responsive to significant groups and interests. 
To facilitate this, membership of parliament should also 
reflect other important characteristics of the electorate 
such as gender, socio-economic class, locality and age. 

(iii) 1>olitical integration. While the electoral system should 
ensure that the opinions of diverse groups and interests 
are represented, it should encourage at the same time aU 
groups to respect other points of view and to take into 
account the good of the community as a whole. 

(iv) Effective representation of constituents. An important func
. tion of individual MPs is to act on behalf of constituents 
who need help in their dealings with the government or 
its agenci~s. The voting system therefore should encour
age close links and accountability between individual 
MPs and their constituents. 
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(v) Effective voter participation. If individual citizens are to 
playa full and active~part in the electoral process, the 
voting system should provide them with mechanisms 
and procedures that they can readily understand. At the 
same time, the power to make and unmake governments 
should be in the hands of the people at an election and 
the votes of all electors should be of equal weight in 
influencing election results. 

(vi) Effective government. The electoral system should allow 
governments to meet their responsibilities. Govern
ments should have the ability to act decisively when that 
is appropriate, and there should be reasonable 
continuity and stability both within and between 
governments. 

(vii) Effective parliament. As well as providing a government 
under a parliamentary system, members of parliament 
have a number of other important functions. These 
include providing a forum for promoting alternative 
governments and policies, enacting legislation , author
ising the raising of taxes and the expenditure of public 
money, scrutinising the actions and policies of the 
executive and supplying a focus for individual and 
group aspirations and. grievances. The voting system 
should provide a parliament that is capable of exercising 
these functions as effectively as possible. 

(viii) Effective parties. The voting system should recognise and 
facilitate the essential role political parties play in 
modern representative democracies in, for example, 
formulating and articulating policies and providing 
representatives for the people. . 

(ix) Legitimacy . Members of the community should be able to 
endorse the voting system and its procedures as fair and 
reasonable and to accept its decisions, even when they 
themselves prefer other alternatives. , 

These criteria fall into a number of related but' distinct 
categories. Criteria (i) to (iii) concern the reguirements of 
groups and interests in the community with respect to the 
voting system. Criteria (iv) and (v) are about,balance between 
the needs and interests of individual voters. Criteria (vi) to \ 
(viii) concern the impact of voting systems on politi~al institu- \ 
tions, while the last criterion, legitimacy, recognises that in" 

• 
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modern western democracies political power is derived from 
'. the people as a whole. 

" 

A:~essment of alternative voting systems 
'Th'",secCion assesses five alternative voting systems likely to be of 
intereSt in Ireland, by reference to the criteria outlined in the 
preceding section. These systems are: 

(i) plurality in single-member constituencies, that is, the 
first-past:'the-post system used in British parliamentary 
elections . 

(ii) the alternative vote in single-member constituencies, 
which was put forward in 1968 by an independent TD, 
Patrick Norton, as a substitute for the Fianna Fail govern
ment's proposal (0 introduce the plurality system 

(iii) the party list system under proportional representation 
(iv) the mixed member proportional system (MMP), which is 

the system recommended by the New Zealand Commis
sion, and 

(v) the single transferable vote in multi-member con
stituencies, which is the existing Irish system of propor
tional representation. 

While a number of other systems are examined, the New 
Zea·land Commission effectively limited its choice to one of these 
systems. 

Plurality 
The _Commission concludes that plurality has serious defi
ciencies and recommends that it be abandoned in New Zealand. 
It argu~ that even in those aspects where plurality has recog
nised strengths, there are real qualifications to be made about it. 
Thus, plurality rates well in terms of the effective representation rif 
constituents, but does not cater for many of those who wish to 
approach an MP of their own party. Voter participation is 
enhanced by the ease with which valid votes may be cast, but the 
votes of many electors are ineffective in influencing the overall 
result. Plurality generally enables policies to be implemented 
decisively, but this may not necessarily result in stable and 
effective government in the long term because a complete change of 
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government can result from a small shift in voter opinion, there
by making major redirections of policy possible without a 
significant shift in electoral attitudes. Indeed, because govern
ments under plurality are seldom elected with the support of 
more than half the electorate, a particularly controversial area 
of policy may be the subject of repeated changes, with no 
attempt to find a compromise solution that-will be acceptable to 
the majority of the population. Plurality does produce an 
effective parliament, but provides little to check a powerful 
executive. It assists the development of effective parties but ~he 
broadly based appeal required of candidates limits the ability of 
parties to select candidates who are representative of a range of 
groups and interests. 

However, plurality is acknowledged to have severe weak
nesses. Not only is it unfair to supporters of major parties, but it 
is also grossly unfair to supporters of minor parties. This is clear 
from the fate of the SDP-Liberal Alliance in the United 
Kingdom.' Plurality also fails to ensure reasonable recognition 
and representation for significant minority and other special 
interest groups. 

The alternative vote 
The alternative vote in single-member contituencies is eITect
ively the system that applies in Irish by-elections. While this 
system is an improvement over plurality, it is still likely that 
minority parties would be significantly under represented. The 
New Zealand Commission concludes tbat while the alternative 
vote might represent some improvement over plurality in single
member constituencies, 'we do not consider this improvement 
would be significant and do not regard it as the best alternative 
to our present system.' 

The party list 
There are many different systems of proportional represent~ion 
by party list; the following description is intended to cover tbe 
main features rather than the detail of the systems that are, oj.. 
could be, used. ' 

A fully party list system essentially requires voters to choose ' 
between lists of candidates offered by political parties for an .. 
electoral district. That electoral district may cover the whole 

• 
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country; or it may be regional, or local; or it may combine ele
ments of all three levels. In general, the candidates on each party 
list are placed in an order determined by the party. The voters 
may I;>e restricted to voting for a single party list without choice 

'. of candidates (this is known as a 'closed' or 'rigid' list), or they 
'tl\ay be anle to indicate preferences for one or more candidates 
froJ"Q one or more parties (an 'open' list). Because some of the 
methods enable ,the voter to change the party's order, they are 
more effective than others. 

Seats at~ allocated to parties according to the proportion of 
the vote each has received, whether they are for the party as a 
whole or for individual candidates on the party's list. Many 
party list systems provide that a party that has not reached a 
certain threshold (in West German federal elections five percent 
oflhe total vote ) is not given any list seats. A party's entitlement 
to seats may be calculated on a national basis, and the seats 
allocated regionally. Different systems use different mathema
tical formulae to allocate seats to parties. Once it is known how 
many seats a party is entitled to have (whether national, . 
regional or local), that number of candidates is taken from the 
top of the party's list after any changes have been made in the 
original order, resulting from voters' choices, and those candi
dates are declared elected. 

Party list systems originated in the nineteenth century. Scan
dinavia and northern Europe remain the predominant areas 
where they are used, although some other countries have 
adopted them in more recent times. The Netherlands and Israel 
operate the only examples of list systems where the electoral dis
trict covers the whole country. France introduced a closed list 
system for the 1986 elections to the National Assembly, with 
prQPortionality applied within each department. Closed lists are 
rare. The 'openness' of lists varies considerably, however, from 
the single choice permitted in Belgium to the opportunities the 
Swiss voter has to cast up to two votes for a single candidate, to 
delete names, or to make up a new list entirely by writing in 
names. Denmark and Sweden use pools of supplementary seats 
to correct disproportionate results from list elections in multi
member districts. 

Party list systems are the most common form of proportional 
representation and have a number of major attractions. They 
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recognise the importance of political parties in modern demo
cracies and allow voters to make a simple and direct choice of 
the party they wish to govern. Constituents are able to approach 
a range of members. Lists allow political parties to promote the 
election of women and to provide for regional or interest group 
representation. On the other hand, party list systems do not 
have single-member constituencies; hence the close links 
between MPs and their electors, which result from other 
systems, are lost. Having all MPs elected through closed lists also 
weakens this relationship and gives political parties consider-.. 
able power over who are to be the people's elected repre-
sentatives. This weakening of the MP-constituent link is to some 
extent offset if separate lists are compiled for each region and l or 
the lists are open to voter choice. However, regional lists do not 
guarantee full proportionality unless the parties' share of the 
seats is determined nationally with the seats being .allocated 
regionally, or supplementary seats are used to correct for dis
proportionate results from local districts. Open national lists 
mean large ballot papers, which may confuse many voters. Even 
at a local or regional level, open lists can introduce considerable 
complications for the voter and for the counting of votes. Open 
lists might also lead to 'intra-party competition', such as can 
occur under the existing system in Ireland. On balance the 
Commission concludes that the defects of plurality are better 
dealt with in other ways that by introducing a full party list 
system. 

The lIlixed melDber proportional system 
The mixed member proportional system (MMP) produces 
national proportional results while including "eats elected by 
plurality elections in single-member constituencies. A party's 
proportional entitlement to seats can be based either on its total 
vote in the constituency contest or on a separate party vote. 
Once that entitlement has been determined, the numbe.\,f con
stituency seats that the party has won is subtracted fro~~~his 
number. The party is then given sufficient other seats to bring'it 
up to its proportional entitlement. These elected to these seais . 
may be taken from a party's list, or from among its unsuccessful .. 
constituency candidates. Entitlement to any list seats_ may be 
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subject to a threshold of the vote on which the allocation is 
, . based. 
. . _A simple example will illustrate the system based on the 

re.sults of the February 1987 Irish general election. The 
fQtJ~ing assumptions are made. Proportionality is based on the 
constituency votes for each party with a threshold of 4 per cent. 
Suppose .. there are 82 seats in. total, 41 elected in constituencies 
and 41 other seats. The results are shown in Table I. 

Table I 

Percen tage of vote 
Proportional entitlement 

of 82 seats 
No. of constituency 

seats won 
Therefore entitlement 

to further seats 

FF FG PD Lab. WP 

44.1 27.1 11.8 6.4 3.8 

4{) 25 II 6 nil 

39 I 

24 10 6 nil 

MMP has been used for federal and state (Lant£) elections in 
the Federal Republic of Germany since 1949. Different versions 
are used in different Lander, however, and the following descrip
tion is of the system used to elect members to the federal lower 
house (Bundestag). There are now 248 constituency seats and 248 
list seats. Each voter has two votes. One is used to elect a 
member from a local constituency, by plurality. The other vote 
is the more important one, for it is used to <letermine each 
party's overall entitlement to seats. This second vote is for a 
c!osed<party list. Only those parties who win at least 5 per cent of 
the list vote, or who win at least three constituency seats, are 
eligible to participate in the allocation oflist seats. The number 
of seats each party has won in the constituency elections is sub
tracted from its overall entitlement, and extra seats, calculated 
on a Land basis, are given to the party from the pool of 248 list 
seats. If a party wins more constituency seats than its overall 
proportional entitlement, it keeps the seats it has won, and the 
total number of seats in the Bundestag is increased until the next 
election. This has happened on a few occasions since 1949, 
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resulting in a one· or two-seat increase. Constituency candidates 
may also be candidates on the lists. In such cases, candidates 
who win in a constituency are deleted from the list and the next 
candidate moves up the list. 

Although the Federal Republic of Germany is the only 
country to use MMP, proposals have been made from time to 
time to adopt it elsewhere. The 1976 Hansard Society Commis
sion on Electoral Reform recommended a form of MMP for the 
United Kingdom which differed in some important respects 
from the West German model. Under the Hansard proposal, 
three-quarters of all MPs would be constituency members and 
one-quarter would be additional members. Voters would vote ' 
only once, that vote counting both for a candidate contending a 
single-member constituency and for that candidate's part y. 
Once the constituency winners were determined, parties would 
gain additional seats so as to achieve overall proportionality. 
However, rather than using a party list, the Hansard Society 
Commission proposed allocating additional seats to 'best losers', 
ranked within each party according 10 the percentage of the 
vote gained in the various constituencies. 

The New Zealand Commission concluded that MMP had 
considerable attractions. It retains single-member con
stituencies, yet overcomes the disproportionality between 
parties that is inherent in plurality voting. The use oftisls allows 
the possibility of enhanced representation for minority and 
other special interests. 

The single transferable vote (STV) 
This is the system of proportional representation at present used 
in Ireland. The Commission concluded that their chQice of the 
best system lay between MMP and STV. Among the'a.dvant
ages ofSTV were that all MPsarechosen by the voters, who also 
have a choice among each party's candidates, and among tJ;te 
candidates of several parties. Constituencies need not be so large 
as 10 encourage a proliferation of parties, yet need not be so " 
small as to preclude small parties or independents who have · 
enough support from gaining a seat. The multi-member con
stituency means that constituents are likely to have a range of 
MPs to whom they can appeal for' help. 

• 
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C~mnUssioD'S conclusion 
the Commission concluded that of the two proportional 
systems, MMP and STV, MMP is clearly superior for New 

, Zealand. It is fairer in that it is likely to allocate seats more in 
". line with the votes cast than STV and is likely to provide a more 

" i;ffe,ctive 'representation of minority and special interest groups. 
It probably will provide a more effective parliament and also 
has "advantage~ in terms of voter participation and legitimacy. 

Analysis. of the 1987 general election results under 
alternative systems' 
This section examines the results of the Irish general election of 
February 1987. On the assumption that voters would have cast 
their first preference votes in exactly the same way under each 
system, the results under a mixed-member proportional system 
and a party list system on a regional basis (using the four con
stituencies used for eleciions to the European Parliament: 
Connacht-Ulster, Dublin, Leinster and Munster) are compared 
with the existing system. A four per cent threshold is used under 
the MMP and party list systems. Votes and seats obtained other 
than for the five major parties (Fianna Fiil, Fine Gael, Progres
sive Democrats, The Labour Party and the Workers Party) are 
excluded. 

These assumptions are not wholly satisfactory. Firstly, 
independent members would find it more difficult to gain seats. 
Secondly, smaller parties would have an incentive to run candi
dates in all constituencies, including those in which they had no 
realistic chance of getting elected since votes gained in these con
stituencies would count towards the threshold. Thirdly, voters 

T!lble 2 Results of February 1987 Irish General 
Election under Alternative Voting Systems 

FF FG PD Lab WP 

Existing system 81 51 I4 12 4 
Regional party list 77 48 21 12 4 
National party list 80 49 21 12 nil 
Mixed member 

proportional 80 49 21 12 nil 
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might vote dilTerendy if they were permitted to vote for a 
government independently of their vote for a local constituency 
member. However, it is very difficult to simulate such changes in 
behaviour by parties, candidates or voters. 

The results of the February 1987 Irish general election under 
alternative systems are shown in Table 2; and the breakdown of 
seats under the regional party list system is shown in Table 3. 

Table 3 Results of February 1987 Irish General 
Election under Regional Party List System • 

Total 
seats FF FG PD Lab. WP 

Connacht-Ulster 31 18 11 2 
Dublin 47 20 12 7 4 4 
Leinster 37 18 II 4 4 
Munster 47 21 14 8 4 

TOTAL 162- 77 48 21 12 4 

·Four seats won by independent candidates have been excluded. 

Analysis 
It is clear that any change in electo~al systems which would 
increase the proportionality of the relationship between votes 
and seats obtained would, if anything, make the formation of 
single-party government more unlikely. This occurs by 
removing the 'bonus' that accrues to the larger parties under the 
existing system. If stable government with a large majority is 
required1 it is necessary to increase the 'unfairness' of the system. 
On this basis alone it would be hard to beat the existing British 
plurality system. ' " 

All the alternative systems would dispense with the multi-seat 
constituency and hence the competitiveness which seems to put 
considerable pressure on representatives at the moment. The list 
systems would very much weaken the responsiveness of indivl- . 
dual deputies to local pressure since most seats would ·be safe, 
particularly under a closed list system. This would, 1 believe, \ 
lead to an unacceptable dilution of the representative function 
in our existing system.6 The MMP system has considerable \ 
advantages in this regard since it maintains a close identity 

• 
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between half the members 'of parliament and individual single· 
member constituencies. 

One of the main arguments put forward for a list system is that 
it makes it possible to elect to the Dail people of considerable 

'. management and administrative ability who are either unwill· 
ing or unable to get elected under the existing system, but who 

. coul~ be nominated to, secure positions on the party list. While 
there is something in this argument, it is important to note that 
in the February 1987 general election almost none of the Fianna 
Fail depu'ti~s would have gained seats from the list because 
Fianna Fail'had a plurality in all but two constituencies. 

Conclusion 
The New Zealand Commission's review suggests that the Irish 
system of STY comes a close second to MMP in any review of 
electoral systems. While there is a clear need to strengthen the 
executive arm of government, this should not be done by weak· 
ening its representational· character. A better solution .is to 
separate completely the executive and representative arms of 
government, as I have argued in Roden and others, 7 so that both 
can be improved together. In other words, electoral reform may 
be a red herring. 

Notes to annal 
. \ Till Irish TimesJ 20 December 

1986. 
~ Speech to Chartered Institution of 

Building Services Engineers, 28 
November 1986. 

, Manag~mmt. December 1986, Vol. 
33. No.12. 

( "-owardJ a BeUtr Dtmocracy, Report 
of the Royal Commission on Elec
toral System, New Zealand, 
December 1986. 

S It has bcc::n estimated that if the 
three major parties in Britain had 
33 per cent of the vote each, this 
would be likely to give Labour 
290 seats, the Conservatives 260 
seats and the SDP/Liberal Alli
ance only 79 seats. See Bogdanar, 

V. and Butler, D. (eds) Democracy 
and Elections: ElectoraL systems and 
their political consequences, Cam
bridge University Press 1983, 
p.47. 

6 According to The Irish Times/ 
MRBI opinion poll published on 
9 February 1987, 75 per cent of 
voters said 'choosing a TD who 
will look after the local needs of a 
constiluency' was one of (he key 
factors that would 'inOuence them 
a lot' in deciding how to vote. 

1 J. Roden, D. de Buitleir and D. 
O'Brolchain, 'A Design for 
Democracy', Administration. Vol. 
34/2. 



Public Administration and the Theory of 
Accountability 

CARMEL COYLE 

Carmel Coyle is a graduale oj Ihe School oj Public Adminislration, 
Dublin. This article is drawn Jrom her MA Ihesis, which examined 
parliamenlary accounlability and Ihe slale-spansored seclor. She lulors in 
palitics in University OJllege, Dublin and is a freelance researcher in 
polilics and public admi1lislralion. 

• The concept of accountability underlies the entire process of 
democratic government: power emanates from the people and is 
exercised' in trust for them, Historically, accountability in public 
administration was primarily concerned with legality and 
financial rectitude, The growth in the size and complexity of 
gUVernment over past decades, however, has seen a corres
ponding expansion in the mantle of accountability, In addition 
to ensuring that the books balance, public servants are now 
required to show that the taxpayer got 'value-for-money', 
Moreover, economic growth per Sf is no longer sufficient. 
Rather, the emphasis has shifted to demands for balanced 
growth and for socially responsible development, which 
requires a more complex and subtle strategy for the economic 
and social order, In this new context, acountability has come to 
be regarded as a device to enhance the responsiveness of govern
ment and its administrators to the demands of the-electorate, 

Central to the model of responsible and representative 
government is the doctrine of blanket ministerial responsibility 
and its associated organisational format which revolves around 
the departments of state, According to this theory, the depart
ment is held to be simply an extension of the minist,!'r, who alone 
is accountable to parliament and the people for the actions of 
each and every official working in his ministry, The assumptions 
behind this doctrine reflect the narrow context of limited 
governmental activity and expenditure and the restricted 
administrative structures from which it emerged, Todl\y, 
government has grown too large and complex for a minister to 
have full knowledge of all the activities undertaken in his or her-

107 
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name. Moreover, the growing practice of delegating govern
mental functions to non-governmental agencies stretches the 

\ already overstrained notion of ministerial responsibility beyond 
its limits. In an attempt to respond to new and ever-increasing 
d~mands for their services, governments in most Western 
countries have been forced to turn to new forms of admini
strative-,structures outside of, or on the margins of, central 
government. 

The diffic"lty of defining and enforcing accountability in pre
sent-day public. administration can be attributed to the scale of 
governmental activities ana. services and to the complexity and 
novelty of the executive structures that have been devised to 
undertake these tasks. 

The policy/acbninistration dichotomy 
The rationale underlying the creation of this quasi non-govern
mental or semi-state sector is based upon the assumption that 
policy-making can be distinguished from policy execution, and 
that a successful combination of political control and manager
ial freedom can be achieved by reserving policy decisions for 
ministers, who are accountable to parliament, while delegating 
the execution of these policies to the boards of management of 
the semi-state agencies. This arrangement is seen to offer the 
best of both worlds - modem business management, coupled 
with a sufficient degree of public accountability. 

Over the past few decades, however, doubts have been 
expressed about the reality - whatever about the desirability 
- of the policy/ administration cleavage in public administra
tion and its concomitant neutral bureaucrat . . For example, in 
1967 in Britain, the Maud Report on Local Government 
rejec~d the view that the function of elected representatives is to 
decide 'policy' and that of public officials is to 'execute' or 
'administer' it because, it argued, 'policy' cannot, and should 
not be defined: 

Some issues are, to reasonable men, so important that they 
can safely be termed 'policy issues'. But what may seem to be a 
routine matter rna y be charged with political significance to 
the extent that it becomes a matter of policy. Other routine 
matters may lead by practice or experience to the creation of a 
principle or a policy.l 
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As Andrew Dunsire' points out, however, denial of the 
policy/ administration distinction leads one to a further 
dichotomy, a dichotomy implicit in the very notion of 'execu
tion' - it presupposes the existence of something to be put into 
effect. We are thus still left with a command/execution or a 
before/ after relationship, even though the traditional distinc
tion between the formulation and the execution of policy may 
no longer satisfactorily delineate the territories of politician and 
bureaucrat. 

PoUticians and bureaucrats • 
A study of the evolving roles of politicians and bureaucrats in 
Western societies by Aberbach, Putnam and Rockman' con
cludes that the distinction between policy-making and policy 
execution has now come to resemble the fabled Cheshire Cat: 
upon examination its substance fades, leaving only a mocking 
smile! The study looks at four possible sets of relationships 
between politicians and bureaucrats which may be summarised 
briefly as follows: 

Image I represents the traditional theory of the supremacy of 
the politician in the field of policy formulation. The distinc
tion implicit in this view between discretionary (political) and 
non-discretionary (administrative) decisions assUQles a 
degree of hierarchy of authority, of simplicity of decision and 
of effective political supremacy that observers of modern 
government now generally consider to be unrealistic. 

' Image II assumes the participation of both politicians and 
bureaucrats in policy decisions, but with each making a dis
tinctive contribution: bureaucrats bring facts and knowledge 
to bear, while politicians contribute interests and values. This 
image has been called into question in recent years:bureau
crats do not have a monopoly of facts or expertise; neither are 
they entirely neutral. '. 

Image III again has bureaucrats and politicians engaged in " 
policy-making, but this time both are concerned with politics. " , 
A distinction arises, however, in that politicians are said to 
articulate the broad, diffused interests of unorganised indivi- \ 
duals, whereas bureaucrats mediate the more narrowly 
focused concerns of organised clienteles. Politicians are 
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depicted as passionate,! partisan, idealistic and ideological, 
while bureaucrats are prudent, centrist, practical and 

-. pragmatic . 

". Richard. Rose' has aptly termed this type of politics 'govern-
'I\lent by directionless consensus'. According to Rose, in the 
abs~l1ce of a forceful partisan initiative, the simplest course of 
action for administrators is to seek out the lowest common 
denomit)ator of opinions among affected interests. The process 
of building consensus thus becomes the end towards which 
government works. Bureaucrats, lacking partisan ideologies or 
political contacts outside the narrow range of organised 
interests, are unlikely themselves to stimulate change. Broad, 
long-range controversial issues are likely to be addressed, if at 
all, only by politicians. 

Image IV is subtitled The Pure Hybrid. The progressive 
politicisation of bureaucracy and the bureaucratisation of 
politics is now carried to its logical conclusion: this final model 
suggests the effective disappearance of the traditional Weberian 
distinction between the roles of bureaucrats and politicians, 
resulting in what the authors term a 'pure hybrid'. With the 
growth in cabinet government, ministers have found themselves 
in aJanus-like position at the heads of their departments, facing 
simultaneously inwards as administrators and outwards as 
politicians. Moreover, the increasing use of political advisors in 
government departments reflects the need for substantive 
administrative expertise to be coupled with political commit-
ment. _ 

To date, public administration theories have largely failed to 
~ddress themselves to this new reality by providing some over
vic;w, some larger understanding, of the complexities of present 
administrative systems. It is certainly difficult to comprehend 
the impact of these new developments within the context of 
traditional theories of bureaucracy. 

Economic theories of bureaucracy 
Since the 1950s economists have been increasingly turning their 
attention to the investigation of political behaviour, attempting 
to apply traditional economic principles to the non-marketdeci
sion-making process. The basic model of rational economic man 
has been transposed from a market to a political arena in order 

"-'----------_ .. __ .- - . ... _-----------------
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to study the behaviour of 'utility maximising' politicians, voters 
and bureaucrats. 

Initially, studies concentrated on the demand side of the 
equation, i.e. the behaviour of politicians, voters, pressure 
groups, and so on. The bureaucracy producing or supplying the 
public goods and services was regarded, in these early demand 
models, as a passive agent, responding in a neutral and efficient 
manner to the demands of the electorate as enunciated by their 
political representatives. 

More recently, a number of economists have turned their 
attention to a more explicit analysis of bureaucratic decision~ 
making and have attempted to formulate a theory of bureau
cratic supply. If bureaucrats are involved in the formulation of 
public policies, it is important to identify the interests that they 
bring to bear. One or the foremost proponents of this new 
approach is William A. Niskanen.' 

Niskanen's theory of bureaucracy 
Niskanen's specific interest in studying bureaucracy is to estab
lish whether bureaucracies are as efficient as other forms of 
economic organisation. In his model, the public sector bureau
cracy is deemed to be a non-profit-making monopoly supplier, 
financed wholly or in part by a periodic appropriation or grant 
which is approved by some set of politicians. The bureau is thus 
the sole supplier of a range of public goods and services and the 
politicians are the only buyers of bureaucratic output, i.e. the 
relationship is one of 'bilateral monopoly'. 

One of the central tenets of Niskanen's thesis is that bureau
crats and politicians are assumed to value income, power, pres
tige, the public good and an easy life in roughly the same 
proportions as the rest of society. To reform,ulate this in 
economic terminology: bureaucrats and politici~ns aim to 
maximise their personal utility just like any other' economic 
agent. The goals of each side are quite simple accord,ing to 
Niskanen: bureaucrats aim to maximise tbeir agency's ~lidget, 
not necessarily as an end in itself but rather as a means .of 
securing other prerequisites, such as salary increases, status and., 
power; politicians, for their part, are assumed to prefer re
election and to have no particular concern for public issues that 
do not bear on their re-election. 

Many public servants have taken umbrage at Niskanen's 
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analysis of their motivations. They may be over-reacting. Public 
servants have traditionally been singled out from the rest of the 
~orkforce for their supposed subordination of self-interest to the 
public. good. Individuals in other professions and trades may 
stri.ve for excellence in their fields , and their work may benefit 
the public at large, but the public service is unique in being 
attributed en masse with an overriding motivation to serve the 
public interest. Certainly some, or even many, public servants 
may indeed,pe so inclined and they therefore maximise their 
personal utility by serving this interest. But so too might indivi
duals in other sectors of society. The point that Niskanen is 
emphasising is that bureaucrats are no better and no worse than 
society at large and there is no rational basis for the traditional 
view that holds otherwise. Rather than conducting a witch-hunt 
of public servants, Niskanen is seeking to rid public administra
tion theories of irrational assumptions and, instead, .ground 
them in the real world. 

Niskanen's theory ofbureau.cracy centres on the fact that the 
dominant influence lies on the supply side: since bureaux are 
monopoly suppliers, they probably also enjoy a monopoly of 
information regarding costs and it is therefore unlikely that 
anyone will have sufficient information to challenge their figures 
successfully. Niskanen concludes that bureaux get the budgets 
they desire, subject only to the constraint that costs cannot 
exceed the total value to the citizens of the services provided by 
the bureaux. The second part of this conclusion arises from the 
fact that even a monopolist cannot raise his price beyond a cer
tain point without losing all or most of his customers. Citizens 
hav~ some notion of what they are willing to pa y for government 
services, and politicians must respond to their wishes in order to 
ensur~re-eJection. Thus, so long as the total costs of public goods 
and services are less than their total value to the citizens, 
bureaux can continue to deceive politicians about the true costs 
of their output. 

In a criticism of this theory, Breton and Wintrobe6 maintain 
that supply-side analysis alone will not bear the weight that 
Niskanen places on it. Ifbureaucratic spending is anything up to 
twice its real costs, then surely it will be in the public, and hence 
in the politicians', interest to control the level of public 
spending. Breton and Wintrobe suggest a variety of control 
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devices - including direct monitoring, increased competition 
and the acquisition of information from alternative sources - to 
reduce the inefficiency of bureaucratic supply. 

Niskanen is less optimistic about both the ability of, and 
indeed the incentive for, politicians to effect any substantial 
reductions in public spending. He points to the procedure in the 
United States whereby different portions of the executive's 
budget are traditionally considered separately by the specialist 
congressional committees that are responsible for policy. The 
members of these committees tend to be politicians from.con
stituencies with a relatively high demand for the goods or ser
vices in question. The Agriculture Committee, for example, is 
composed almost exclusively of congressmen from farming con
stituencies, while the Armed Services Committee is largely com
prised of congressmen from constituencies with military installa
tions, and so on. In such cases the median voter's preference for 
government spending would be expected to be substantially 
higher than for the country as a whole. Thus, Niskanen points 
out, there are factors on both the supply and demand sides 
tending to produce bureaucratic output larger than that which 
would be preferred by the median voter nationwide. Together 
they are powerfully reinforcing factors. 

Niskanen also points out that th~ opportunity cost of reducing 
public spending is often too high. The rational politician will 
seek to allocate his scarce resources in such a way as to yield 
maximum benefit for his constituents, thereby improving his 
chances of re-election. However, reducing public spending is a 
'public good' since it benefits an taxpayers in all constituencies. 
It follows, then , that a politician from a district that contributes 
only a small share of the total taxes will prefer to concentrate on 
issues specific to his constituents. Control devices have their costs 
and will therefore be employed only to the point 'where their 
marginal value equals their marginal cost . . 

Niskanen's own remedy for bureaucratic over-supply, is to 
introduce competitive bidding among agencies for contracfs. to 
provide public goods and services. Robert Goodin' challeng'e'i. 
Niskanen's assumption here that bureaux, given a conflict of ' 
interest, actually would compete vigorously with one another ' 
for government contracts. He suggests that the more likely out
come would be collusion rather t,han competition among 'the , 
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various agencies. As Goodin sees it, so long as the group is small 
and stable, it can, through internal bargaining, more or less 

\ agree on who will get what this time around. The net effect 
"(ould be to replace the bureaucratic monopoly with a bureau
cr'atic oligopoly. 

Monopoly and the manipulation of information 
The problem of making available relevant and impartial 
information' Ues at the heart of the quest for accountability in 
public administration. One's perception of the nature of this 
problem is, of course, a function of where one stands. Politicians, 
for their part, seek ways to overcome the bureaucracy's mono
poly and manipulation of information. Public servants intent on 
thwarting politicians have a choice of strategies: either they can 
withhold facts, or alternatively they can swamp politicians with 
information to the extent of precluding the possibility of serious 
analysis. Politicians faced with insufficient information, or with 
so much information that they:are unable to come to grips with 
the issue, are likely to accept the bureaucrats' interpretation. 

This strategy is graphically illustrated by the very popular 
BBC series 'res, Prime Minister' (formerly 'res, Minister') where 
the gullible politician, Jim Hacker, invariably loses out to the 
deviousness of the administrative machine, led by the 'smooth as 
alabaster' Sir Humphrey Appleby. 

From another perspective, there is growing concern about the 
remoteness of the government from the governed. The develop
ing notion of public accountability has led to demands for 
greater public access to official information. Specifically, a 
Fre~dom of Information Act is rapidly becoming part of the 
agenda both in Ireland and in Britain, not only of the media, 
who cOuld expect to benefit from it directly, but also of a variety 
of pressure groups who believe that democracy functions as it 
should when the public is properly informed. Very often the 
greatest limitation on the media is not so much what they can 
say or print but rather what they can find out. 

The recent spate of leaks emanating from the British civil ser
vice has been attributed to the restrictions on access to official 
information because of the rigidity of the Official Secrets Act. 
The choking-off of constructive opposition and criticism outside 
the corridors of government has turned some civil servants into 



Public Administration Accountability 115 

self-appointed constitutional checks on the actions of govern
ment. 

Conclusion 
Present-day administrative structures have outgrown their 
original orderliness and we are now confronted with a sub
stantial divergence between theory and practice. The solace 
once provided by earlier assumptions about a clear-cut divide 
between politicians and administrators has been undermined by 
recent economic theories of politics and bureaucracy. The 
dilemma is that, while many new and interesting problems have 
been highlighted, we are still a long way from devising new or 
modified theories of public sector accountability to take account 
of these developments. When operating in such unmapped 
terrain, the temptation is to follow the well-trodden path, which 
tends to lead to demands for greater political control of the 
public sector. Faced with the size and complexity of this sector 
and with the economic and strategic importance of many of the 
state agencies, the benefits of more rather than less control 
appear to be self-evident. This may result in the imposition of an 
accountability regime that is at best impractical and at worst 
dysfunctional, thereby compounding the original problem.· 

To date, the problem of accountability has been seen too 
much in terms of a relationship between superior and sub
ordinate. While this remains a valid and central aspect of the 
process, it is not the whole story. Accountability should be more 
than simply a device for making the actions of the executive 
more transparent. 

Administrative accountability is achievement-orientated; 
this is its acid test. It must have a positive orientatio·n.and goal 
and not be merely punitive. It is time to discard the n6tions of 
autonomy and accountability as antithetical and rathet; see 
them as aspects of a co-operative process in which all the par'ti~s 
- government, public service and parliament - feel linked in a' 
common objective. An accountability system based on' mutual " " 
understanding and co-operation represents a 'more adequate ,'" 
expression of the notion of accountability in a democracy, which . . 
demands that opportunities for participation in policy-making 
be as wide as possible under the circumstances. , 
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State-Sponsored Bodies in Ireland 
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port in Ireland in December 1986. 

• 

Sixty years agrowing 
The concept of state bodies engaging in commercial activity has 
been applied in Ireland for nearly sixty years. Some of these 
bodies are now very large and of enormous importance. For the 
most part they have served the community well. 

They were set up with freedoms that the central government 
did not have so that they could meet particular market and 
environment needs. Sean Lemass recounted in 1959: 'It was 
realised that the normal arrangements and procedures of 
government administration were not always suitable and that 
new agencies through which to function were required.' The • 
National Planning Board in its Proposals for Plan 1984-1987 
defined them 'as expected to be self-financing or to generate an 
adequate return to the Government on their investments'. That 
document went on, 'the sectors in which State-sponsored 
commercial bodies operate include electricity, oil, gas and 
transport: financial services, sugar, steel and fertilisers: radio. 
and television.' The nineteen bodies employed 56,000 people in 
April 1984 (see Table I). 

At that time, seven of the nineteen were.retuming a net profit 
before tax. The National Planning Board commented 'of these, 
(the profitable) three were financial institutions which enjoy 
preferential treatment compared with their counterparts'in the 
private sector because they are not under Central Bank conttQl. 
Three are "natural" monopolies; their profit record -is therefore\., 
a weak indicator of their efficiency in supplying services to busi- ' 
ness and the consumer.' 

117 
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Table I: The Principal ComlJlercial State-Sponsored 
Bodies (April, 1984) 

'. -----'-'---'---'----------
, 

, 
" 

, 
Aer Lingus/ 

Aer Lint;'· .Teoranta 
Acr Rianta ' 
Agricultural Credit 

Corporation Ltd 
Bard Gais Eireann 
Bard na Mona 
Bard Telecom Eireann' 
An' Bard Post' 
British & Irish Steam Packet 

Co. Ltd 
Ceimici Teoranta 
Comhlucht Siucra Eireann 

Teoranta 
Caras Iompair Eireann 
Electricity Supply Baard 
Industrial Credit Company 

Ltd 
Irish Life Assurance Company 

Ltd 
Irish National Petroleum 

Corporation 
Irish Shipping Ltd 
Irish ~teel Ltd 
Nitrigin Eireann Teoranta 
Radio Telefis Eireann 

Source: 

Surplus (deficit) 
Numbers in latest 

employed accounts' 
(1983) (£m.) 

6,100 
1,734 

657 
99 

6,071 
21,000 
9,000 

1,879 
137 

2,864 
17,809 
13,215 

390 

1,400 

166 
892 
630 
985 

2,302 

(3.53) 
4.87 

0.46 
44.42 
15.97 

(8.58) 
(0. 13) 

(5.49) 
(109.37) 

40.56 

4.34 

131.00' 

(1.07) 
(12.24) 
(20.29) 
(15.42) 

(0.60) 

J Surplus/ deficit is taken as profitlloss (including extraordinary items) before 
tax. 

2These organisations were vested as state bodies on I January 1984. 
3Surp lus of income over outgoings; actuarial surplus as at cnd 1982 was equal 
to £12.95m. 
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Since then there have been notably good and notably bad 
performances by the commercial state-sponsored bodies. 

A broad assessment needed 
Governments have gone on creating state-sponsored bodies. We 
may ask ourselves how many, over the last fifty years, have been 
abolished or even had their objectives altered to make them 
more relevant? 

In setting up each commercial body governments acted on an 
ad hoc basis. Although I did not find fault with this pragmati~ 
approach to commercial activities, there has never been a broad 
assessment by government of how the concept has worked in 
Ireland, and I suggest that this should now be undertaken. The 
changes in our society and the changes in technology and in 
market structures suggest that we ought to study what improve
ments might be made over the next ten years. The degree of suc
cess or failure of these mighty institutions will have a major 
impact on our national ability to compete, and on the standard 
of living of our people. 

I urge a systematic examination, inter alia, of the individual 
bodies' objectives, their capitalisation, their standards of service 
to the public, their creativity and realisation of opportunities, • 
their .net worth and their profit or loss. I suggest that the govern-
ment set up a commission or review body of distinguished 
persons who will c6mmand the proper respect and confidence. 
It should include a substantial proportion of businessmen. I 
have one reservation about this suggestion: badly needed 
changes that I will recommend in this paper should not be 
deferred pending such a commission's report. Better no commis-
sion than such delay. 

The deliberations of the Oireachtas Join! Committee on 
Commercial State-Sponsored Bodies are a substantia~ step 

. forward, providing valuable information and drawing broad 
conclusions. Despite the fact that the committee could not study. 
the individual businesses to the depth required to rate success or , 
failure or to postulate future policy, its report deserves to be ' " 
widely read . My proposals will complement the Committee's ... 
work. 

The general situation facing the commercial state-sponsored 
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bodies gives cause for conc·ern. Capital will have to be found for 
them and deficient structures in their governance and within the 
bodies themselves should be corrected before, or concurrent 
with, such investment. Enormous and, in some instances, avoid-

'. ,able subsidies will have to be paid from the public purse. Unless 
action is taken under a 'number of heads, the outlook is poor. 

'Fo prepare a paper today without referring to whether the 
private sector should be invited to participate in whole or in part 
in the cO(Ilmercial bodies would-be to avoid an obvious issue. 
However, '1 suggest that the real question is whether and how 
these great organisations ought be restructured so that they may 
give best service and best value. Whether they are owned by the 
public or the private sector is less important. I leave this issue for 
the moment in order to address a number of other matters that 
will have a bearing on it. 

Objectives 
Objectives ought to be set specifically for each commercial 
body, and its performance in reaching them ought to be stated 
publicly by the appropriate minister at intervals of, say, five 
years. The public statements at predetermined intervals are 
important to encourage government to decide in each case 
whether to continue with or to wind up the body. Bearing in 
mind the pressures of political life, history does not give us much 

. confidence that, in the absence of such public accountability, 
terminal action would be taken. To merge bodies is, of course, 
sometimes the appropriate step, but unless large savings are 
clearly indicated, this often seems to be the easy way out. 
_ Where objectives have already been set, I expect that it will be 
the exception rather than the rule to find bite in them. Some are 
bl'md to the point of uselessness. On the other hand, objectives 
are not a matter for detail; a balance is required. 

Within the objectives set for each body at its foundation by 
the government and regularly updated, Or agreed later 
between the government and the board, operating plans over a 
period of years should be set by the boards and individual 
managements. It is essential that procedures be established for a 
board audit on the outcome of these plans and on the shorter 
term annual budgets. Balance sheets and profit and loss reports, 
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together with a chairman's statement of affairs, should be made 
available to the public not later than six months following the 
close of the financial year. This will provide a means of assessing 
the accountability of managements, boards and the depart
mental ministers. 

All this sounds simple and obvious. Much of it is not 
happening at present. 

Capitalisation 
The state so far has not understood that every commercial enter. 
prise, whether in the public or the private sector, needs a satis
factory balance sheet as well as an acceptable profit and loss 
account. It makes no business sense to require an entity to 
borrow all or too high a proportion of its capital. Even the Elec
tricity Supply Board (ESB), with its national monopoly, cannot 
be expected to succeed on that basis. The lessons (not in parti
cular for the ESB) are that unless the business is afforded a 
reasonable equity capital and is then expected to maintain high 
standards in its balance sheet and profit and loss account, its 
costs and prices will be in difficulty. The effect of inadequate 
equity in balance sheets across the range of large commercial 
bodies is severely hurting the international competitiveness of 
public and private sector business in Ireland. 

In accordance with changes in market opportunities, in 
competition, in growth and, possibly, in objectives, some estab
lished commercial business will have ajustifiable need for addi
tional equity capital from time to time. For the shareholders, 
whether they be the government or members of the private 
sector, to admonish, or just wash their hands will not meet the 
situation. Either the equity will be provided or the business will 
be stunted and so fail. Examples come readily to mindAJsually, 
a sound prospectus for more capital is a sign of initiatlv~ and 
growth and for good opportunities and profits ahead, and ought 

. to be welcomed if the board and management inspire 
confidence. " 

My experience at Aer Lingus convinces me that a change in 
capitalisation involving an equity investment requires some six 
months' preparatory work by management, professional 
accountants, lawyers and investment bankers before the Board's 
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decisions on prospectus c~n be made and recommendations sub
mitted to the minister. Thereafter come the discussions, queries 
-and supplementary reports required by the civil service. The 
Department of Communications first does its studies and then 

". the Department of Finance undertakes its analyses. Sometimes 
'further professional and banking advice is commissioned and 
tliis, is followed by more discussions. Then, perhaps, an inter
departmental group of civil servants will meet. Afterwards may 
come the fina l discussions at cabinet. 

Over (\1(0 years will have elapsed from the time of the board's 
recommendation. If the government should change during a 
critical phase in this exercise, what then? And think about all the 
changes in the market place during those two years. The time
scale in the private sector is quite different. Only in the event of a 
commercial debacle is the Irish government's system able to 
reach decisions on capital without delay. The normal time-scale 
needs to be improved by a factor of four. 

Providing sound balaI)ce sheets will entail investing sub
stantial sums of risk capital which l in present circumstances, the 
government has to borrow. Since the government has borrowed 
such huge sums already for current expenditure, it will be very 
reluctant to invest capital, whatever the purpose. Nonetheless, it 
is the price the government has to pay if it elects to engage 
successfully in commercial business and to maintain IOtal public 
ownership. 

To summarise, the government should: 

• set meaningful objectives for each body, update them 
periodically, and report publicly on their attainment 

• provide sound balance sheets 
•• ensure timely public reporting on these balance sheets and 

on a: profit and loss account 
• decide at predetermined intervals whether each body 

should continue, be merged or be wound up (these deci
sions should be announced to the public) 

• organise itself to take capitalisation decisions on an 
efficient time-scale. 

These are tough assignments, but commercial business IS a 
tough taskmaster. 
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Boards 
The present system of appointing chairman and directors is not 
geared to the needs of the enterprises. Since the appointments 
are by the cabinet, the dimension of political patronage is 
weighty. Not that an interest in politics should debar anybody 
from consideration - quite the opposite. Some great men have 
been appointed, but the patronage element clearly is detri
mental to our having the best available boards. 

Each chairman and director serves for a specific term, there
after to be reappointed by the minister or removed from the 
board. As the end of each term approaches, the guessing be'"gins 
as to whether the incumbent will be retained and the 
representations to ministers will resume. Little account seems to 
be taken of whether the performances of some serving directors 
have been good or even outstanding. 

The contrast between this and the practice in the best private 
sector firm.s is stark. Most large businesses now use an executive 
committee or a nomination committee to seek outstanding 
directors and to assess each candidate's potential contribution to 
the business before putting him or her forward to the board for 
election. Allowing for an occasional surviving proprietorial 
style, the days of personal favouritism are finished in private 
business. 

Boards of directors ought to be knowledgeable, experienced, 
confident and if necessary, competent enough to change the 
whole course of events. In the private sector a board director 
who is making a contribution is cherished and encouraged to 
stay on. 

Common sense indicates that only the chairman of a board 
should have the right to approach the responsible minister. In 
some instances a chairman may consent to ' an individual 
director making an approach, but it should always be-with hisor 
her knowledge. There have been instances where known direct 
access by individual directors has caused disquiet and a l'lck of 
confidence in boards. . 

• 
Set up a council to nominate or appoint directly "-
It is not enough to criticise without offering a suggestion for 
improvement. \. 

I suggest that government should consider appointing a small 
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council ot persons of outstanding attainment, mostly from busi
ness, maintain contact with all the commercial state-sponsored 
bodies. I have in mind a total membership of, say, six to eight, 
d",wn mainly from the leaders of business (preferably some of 
",<hom will have international experience), drawn also from the 
p'r'ofessions at senior partner level, and drawn from those with 
outstanding achievements in gov~rnance or in 'institutions. 

Its function would be to nominate to the government, or to 
appoint directly, chairman and directors as they are needed by 
the commerqal state-sponsored bodies. Government may feel 
relieved of a Durden if they can decide on a means such as I put 
forward to ensure that top quality people are serving on the 
boards. 

One further point. A miserable stipend is paid to the part
time chairman and directors of CSSBs. If its level were to be 
interpreted as the value placed by government on these respon
sible positions, few persons of attainment would serve. So why 
pay at all? Should service at t,his level, and in the public interest, 
not be honorary, conferring in itselfboth status and the evidence 
of high public repute? Alternatively, the fee should reflect the 
responsibility carried, 

Directors representing special interests 
Directors who are put on boards in a representational capacity, 
or to hold a brief, or to report back to special interest groups, 
have by definition a different approach from the general body of 
directors, who look at issues on a broader balance. I include in 
this comment'! practice of appointing civil servants from 'spon
soring' government departments, or from the Department of 
Finance. 

B&cause of the tug of loyalties, it is wrong to appoint directors 
who are representing special interests. This system has, by 
exception, provided some effective board members, but it is not 
the way of enterprise. 

In the context of worker directors, I give way to nobody in 
espousing and arranging the participation of workers in 
decision-taking at levels where they can make the greatest 
contribution to the business. It is a human right as well as good 
business. The question here is whether participation on the 
board by a group of workers who have no board or even 
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management experience, is in the best interests of the business 
concern. 

I do not disparage in any way the service given to Aer Lingus 
by the worker directors. I have served with groups off our worker 
directors on the board of Acr Lingus and I pay tribute to the 
quality, ability and integrity of those particular men and 
women. As a group, their intelligence, application, common 
sense and goodwill were of the highest order. In Aer Lingus the 
experiment has worked fairly well, possibly because we all tried 
so hard to make it work. But is 'fairly well' good enough? I am 
speaking to the question in general and, though chairmen are 
reluctant to express themselves, the word is that not all boards 
have been so fortunate. One has to ask whether other persons 
with experience at board level could make a more valuable 
contribution at the board-table of large risk-taking bodies. 

The Irish worker director experiment, so far as I know, was 
derived from the Continent, where a two-tier board structure 
obtains. There, the worker directors serve on the supervisory 
board rather than on the board that directs the business. The 
two-tier board ~tructure perhaps should be adopted for the 
public sector in Ireland. 

Chief executive remuneration 
The present situation in the commercial bodies is a sad one. In 
the 1970s, the Review Body on Higher Remuneration in the 
Public Sector considered remuneration levels in the central 
government and the public sector. They recommended that the 
central government rather than the boards should determine 
the chief executive's remuneration and working conditions. 
Government accepted the recommendation, but the effect has 
been to emasculate the boards, to remove the chief executive's 
incentive, and to encumber government with a direcl'-respon. 
sibility that they cannot exercise adequately and that they now 
regret taking on. . , 

Only the board of directors can assess a chief executive~s 
potential and match reward with performance. They o!lght to " 
be able to draw on their own knowledge of business and on '. 
direct research amongst their peers in setting the remuneration 
and conditions for the job. Other more bureaucratic 'scales' and 
'bands' are, in enterprise terms, a nonsense. We would all agree 
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that each chairman ought to keep the appropriate minister 
informed on the general levels of remuneration. 

If the boards are good enough and sensible enough, they will 
'.' n~t pay fees beyond the point of wisdom. If any board does, it 

>'. ~ught to be reprimanded and, if necessary, removed. 
". . 

Moving backwards in industrial relations 
Since th~ Department of the Public Service was established in 
1973, there, has been a strong pull of decision-taking authority 
towards that department. I am not addressing the merits of this, 
but I do say that it is a major mistake to remove the power of the 
boards and management of the commercial bodies to make 
decisions on their own industrial relations. Decisions on pay
ment for work well done or work inadequately done are an 
integral part of business management. Good executive leader
ship in industrial relations by the business community will 
achieve greater output at lower cost, together with greater 
worker satisfaction, than will central government control. If the 
management does not produce good results, it should be 
removed. To take away the power while still leaving intact the 
management would be a bad solution. 

Remote control in industrial relations works badly. I have 
had direct experience of an enormously expensive breakdown 

. which occurred because the board was denied the authority to 
adopt flexible approaches in order to avoid conflict and to set 
the scene for lower cost settlements. 'Hands on' control by 
central government will spread central government negotiation 

,practices, rates of pay, conditions, and output of work to all the 
commercial state-sponsored bodies. Will that make them 
clmlpetitive? 

The solution is to give back to the boards real responsibility 
and authority for their organisation's profit and loss, accompan
ied by a proper accountability. There will then be no valid 
reaSon for governments to control or manage their industrial 
relations. Their trust will be towards a well-motivated work
force who wil give value for money. Tne present moment, when 
industrial relations across the economy are in a relatively stable 
phase, would be a good time to give the authority back to the 
boards. 
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NOD-commercial activities and charges 
It is central to the commercial measurement of state bodies that 
they be recompensed in a measured and timely way for non
commercial activities carried out by them under the govern
ment's specific directions. At present that obligation is not being 
met. 

Only recently has eIE been allowed state reimbursement 
'above the line'. Until government takes this obligation 
seriously, its commitment to effective accountability will be 
open to question. Otherwise a minister can apply pressure.on a 
state company to meet some perceived social purpose without 
having to meet the cost of its implementation. 

It is also central to the notion of accountability that the 
monopoly status of a commercial body is not viewed as a na
tional taxation instrument. Having mentioned earlier the ESB's 
inadequate balance sheet, I now draw attention, first, to their 
£16 per ton tax bill on fuel oil at double the rate applied to any 
other user and, secondly, to the £22m. charged by the govern
ment in lieu of rates. ESB output is 3 per cent of national 
economic output, but it must pay some 14 per cent of national 
rates. Thus is a monopoly bled by concealed taxation; an over
priced energy cost to industry is the result. The Burlington 
Industries' factory at Tralee, which exports to Italy, pays 92 per 
cent more for electricity per KWH than does the Burlington 
factory in Italy. The disparity in price here costs Tralee some 
£800,000 per year more than the comparable Italian pro.duction 
cost. 

How to balance governllleDt cODtrol with cODlJllerciai 
Decessity. 
In this address my emphasis so far has been on the'cpmmercial 
element. These bodies are, of course, national bodies, whose 
raison d'etre is to serve the community. So boards and m'\page
ments must have a good relationship with the central govern
ment and with the Oireachtas. An obligation exists to keep the 
responsible minister adequately informed on major policy' 
matters. Whenever a minister is not told sufficiently early of any' 
serious difficulties that the business may be facing, that is evia, 
ence of breakdown in communication. 
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Following the setting of : objectives and their updating, 
essential government control can, I believe, be provided in just 
four dimensions: . 
. 1. Qnly chairmen and directors of the highest calibre should be 
" appolnler;l to the boards. 
2. The minister should have the power 10 remove the chairman, 

the <\;rectors or the whole board if this is considered necessary. 
This power ought to be used as a control, instead of allowing 
the system to drift into a position where the boards are put 
in line by h~ving their authority removed. If objectives can be 
set and performance be measured periodically by the respon
sible minister, he or she will have bench mark>. The minister, 
separately, can inform the chairman on the information flow 
that he requires. 

3. The minister must control the capital expenditure budgets. 
This is a very powerful instrument. It can be taken to absurd
ity if the boards are not given responsibility to manage 
funding on single projects up to appropriate limits. Decisions 
on expenditure available from depreciation that are needed 
to maintain the business facilities might be delegated entirely 
to the board. This would leave the central government to 
make decisions mostly on items that, broadly speaking, would 
determine the future thrust of the business or involve extra 
borrowing or perhaps state investment. 

4. Annual revenue and expenditure budgets prepared in 
advance of the financial year should be placed before the 
Minister and he or she should have summary information on 
progress at half-yearly intervals. 

Any further controls will employ more officials in the 
commercial bodies and in the civil service - writing letters, on 
the t<liephone, and in meetings - without improving the 
decision-making process. 

Will government face up to the decisions? 
As I move towards a conclusion, I ask 'Will government take the 
hard decisions to fit the state-sponsored commercial bodies for 
the next ten years?' Large bodies, we know, move slowly, and 
the Irish government will be subject to enormous financial and 
other pressures. What I am really asking is whether the state can 
continue to own and to operate the commercial enterprises 
successfully and come to terms with their requirements in an 
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increasingly competitive society? Financial pressure will, I 
think, force the pace of change. 

The size of the capital requirements of the commercial bodies 
compels us to consider market sect.or financing. Government's 
policy for current expenditure, together with our horrendous 
public debt, will leave minimal funds for capital purposes. 
Recent comments by the Minister for Communications, who is 
responsible for some of the largest commercial bodies, em phasise 
the state's present inability to invest capital. The outlook for the 
commercial bodies will likely be capital starvation and, t4>ere
fore, decline or failure in state ownership or, alternatively, 
possible capital for some in market sector ownership. The reten
tion of public sector majority ownership may be possible for 
some entities that will still seek and attract market capital. 

In cases where present balance sheets are not in order, some 
government permanent capital may have to be invested to 
attract market sector part-purchase of the business. Bodies that 
are in a monopoly position are a matter for special considera-
tion. . 

A number of charges would flow immediately from market 
sector participation. As I reflect on the suggestions and recom
mendations that I have made in this paper, I can see that most of 
them will receive immediate attention because they are essential 
moves towards profitability. 

Boards and managements, while enjoying more freedom, 
would be on trial for their performance in a way that has seldom 
applied up to now. Staffs, too, might feel less secure, although 
their tenure is not at present assured, but they could aspire to 
higher rewards as recompense for their enterprise. Their educa
tional standards and their general quality indicate that they 
would measure up well to any competition. 

We hope that the issue of ownership, which ·is. receiving 
government and public attention at present in a number of 
countries and which is upon us here, can be considered c'l.lmly. 
The real question is how the great organisations ofireland, both 
within and outside the public sector, can best serve oilr 
community in an increasingly competitive world. . 

Notes to article 
. I Confederation of Irish Industry, 

Newsletter, 21 October. 1986. 
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Focus on Clients: A R.eappraisal of the 
Effectiveness of TDs' Interventions 

VALERIE KELLY 
, 
Valerie Kelly is a political scientist working in Dublin. This article is 
baseif. on. her MA dissertation. 

'. 
Over the past twenty -years a broad range of literature has 
emerged wh\ch attempts to identify the origin, practice and con
tinuation of c\ientelism in Irish politics. Most of the earlier 
writings highlighted the cultura l aspects of the phenomenon but 
this view was eventually broadened to incorporate the link 
between cultural traditions and economic determinants. But 
before a concise understanding of clientelism had emerged 
along these lines, more recent writing was already beginning to 
focus attention on the entire bureaucratic process, for yet 
another eXl'lanation. This latter approach unearthed new 
information about clientelism and traced its continuing 
existence to inadequacies within the state apparatus, that is, a 
state bureaucratic process which did not respond to the needs of 
the clients it was established to serve. The three approaches were 
not exclusive but rather overlapped or complemented one 
another, creating a complex concept of clientelism which was 
specific to the Irish political tradition . 

.In addition, some political scientists pointed to structural 
aspects of the electoral system as a causal factor. Proportional 
representation by means of the single transferable vote was held 
to be responsible for intra-party rivalries and as such was a con
trib.utory factor in the perpetuation of clientelism. 

One unfortunate aspect of all the major studies is that their 
conclftsions about clientelism are drawn from a narrow research 
base. For example, Chubb, I Sacks,' and Bax,' all drew heavily 
on responses from politicians themselves, while Roche' also used 
interviews with civil servants. None of the writers viewed 
clientelism from a client perspective but rather used the politic
ians' view or the civil servants perceptions of clients. The possib
ility that TDs and c ivil servants were perhaps too close to the 
subject to make an objective assessment was not addressed. In 
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this article we shall first review the prevailing interpretations of 
the phenomenpn and, emphasising the limitations that arose 
from the hitherto-restricted data base, present the results of a 
research project that focused on clients themselves. The project 
gives background information on each client and assesses the 
progress of their cases from arrival at the TD's clinic to the out
come following his or her interventions. 

Prevailing interpretations 
One of the earliest writers, Basil Chubb gives great weight to the 
cultural explanation for the widespread occurence of c1ientelisfn 
in Ireland. He acknowledged at the outset that his findings were _ 
largely impressionistic; after interviewing parliamentarians and 
civil servants, he painted a picture of Irish political culture: 

That is the face of the peasant farmer, the owner occupier ofa 
small farm, largely family operated. He is conservative, paro
chial, shrewd at calculating his own immediate advantage 
and intensely locally oriented. He values and gives great 
weight and significance to personal face to face contact.s 

Given the base from which Chubb was working, it is not sur
prising that his picture reflected two subjective and perhaps 
conflicting views on clients: (I ) the civil servant view which 
regarded the client as shrewd and calculating, ever ready to 
abuse the system and against which civil servants must be 
vigilant and alert; (2) the TD's view of a local constituent as one 
who is most comfortable when sharing his/her grievance and 
who would be incapable of coping with state agencies without 
the TD's help. On the question of the effectiveness ofTDs' inter
ventions, Chubb concludes that clients' needs for personal 
contact blind them to the rewards from TDs' interven,tions. He 
suggests that TDs' powers are in fact quite limited and- at best 
they can expedite the responses from the bureaucracy to the 
client. But the clients have a magnified view of TDs' power's, a 
view which is encouraged by politicians who tended to admit. 
that their influence was negligible when the client prricul'\;d a ' \ 
house, welfare benefit or a job, following the TD's corres-' , 
pondence with the agency. '. 

Chubb's article raised a series of contradictory images. While 
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on the one hand clients 'were regarded as shrewd and cal
culating, on the other they have a simplistic approach, needing 
face-to-face contact with a 'man in the know' and can only 
approach the bureaucracy with the aid of a linkman. This con-

". tradictory image is compounded by the final assertion that the 
Th..ce-to-face contact is not nearly as powerful as the clients are 
led··jo believe. Politicians manage, on occasions, to expedite 
bure!lUcratic re&ponses, but apart from this they have no real 
powers "f persuasion over the agencies of the state. 

Later writers reiterated aspects of the Chubb model. For 
example, Sacks: writing more than ten years later, also 
emphasised the apparent need for face-to-face contact as a 
crucial aspect of clientelism. Like Chubb, he regarded the TD as 
the linkman between the bureaucratic structures and the 
peasant clients who would not otherwise make contact with the 
system. While Chubb based his view on his discussions with 
politicians and civil servants, Sacks had a different approach. 
He examined the machine ofa political party in North Donegal. 
The machine was a pyramid-type structure with the TD at the 
top and a gradual downward slope to rank and file members. 
Sacks examined all levels of operation of the machine and 
concluded that although it could not deliver real benefits to 
constituents it certainly perpetuated the image of 'illusory 
powers': 

Over the course of time, the countrymen have come to possess 
an exaggerated view of the power of their most frequently 
used advocate - the local party politicians and parties 
systematically cultivate this misconception with a deft bit of 
legermain which one might call imaginary patronage, that is, 
by providing the appearance of aid to their constitutents 
~hen their actual influence in acquiring such aid is limited." 

This view is not, however, en tirely consistent with later remarks. 
For at one point, in examining the personal power of Blaney in 
North Donegal, he stated: 'Blaney would not let there by any 
mistake about the fact that he was using his position in the 
government to watch out for the interests of Donegalmen'7 

Nor was Blaney boasting of powers which he did not exercise. 
Sacks himself refers to apointments which resulted directly from 
the political power which Blarney seemed able to exert on behalf 
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of colleagues: 'Nevertheless their own allotted appointments 
made in their districts by their colleagues (more often than not 
based on their recommendations) constitute an identifiable 
body of centrally controlled patronage offices'.8 Furthermore, 
he acknowledged the influence which councillors can exert 
when local authority houses were being allocated. They inter
vened with special pleas in the form of personal information 
which had hitherto not been known. This information may 
actually have changed the county manager's preference with 
regard to housing allocations. He admits that county managers 
seemed to be fully aware of this influence but tolerated it. 
Observations such as these indicate the need for a more system
atic answer to the question of whether or not the TD's powers 
are real or illusory. 

Sacks accepted the positive and integrating aspects of clien
telism but in his overall evaluation he remarks: 'So while the' 
machine may, at least in a limited way, improve the passage of 
services from a government to individuals, its long run elIeet is to 
erode any political pressure for basic alterations to the plight of 
the poor'.9 

With this statement he had made a direct link between the 
clientelist practice and the economic order. Unfortunately the 
point is not developed, but the reIl)ark is significant in view of 
the strenuous elIorts of later writers to identify clientelism as a 
mechanism that (although working through cultural traditions) 
ensured the continuance of a class structure with a dependent 
class needing the services of a linkman. Despite the fact that 
Sacks made only passing reference to economic aspects, the 
study of clientelism through the political machine in North 
Donegal gives some indication that it cannot simply be viewed 
as a cultural need for face-to-face contact, but that. it is also a 
very subtle political force which, while working·.,through 
cultural traditions, at the same time perpetuates an inequitable 
economic system. ..., 

Later writers, such as Gibbons and Higgins,1O Baxll and 
Declan O'Connell," attempt to specify more clearly the under-' . 
lying economic power of the local gombe~nman. Their ' 
examination of his role led them to the view that he is a local 
controller of resources; this function formed the 'basis of his 
power. 

, , 
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Writing in Economic and Social Review, Gibbons and Higgins 
suggested that in pre-independence Ireland the landlord acted 
as principal patron and broker. However, since the landlord's 

, , moral, political and economic influence declined from the 
"~amine onwards, the' patronage and brokerage functions were 
no.JOJ:>ger performed by him. The 'gombeenman' or money
lender took over the Fale. He was usually the rent collector, shop 
owner'or local notable: His primary function as giver of credit 
enabled him to control total areas where the poor were indebted 
to him. " 

With the passage of time and the development ofthe new state 
the gombeenman was replaced by the TD who performed tasks 
and favours for constituents in return for votes: 

Although each of the forms of political patronage already 
noted rna y still be found in operation today, there can be little 
doubt that there has been a change in emphasis in politics in 
the West towards mobilisation of client ties to secure electoral 
office, which is now used as a stepping stone to achieve further 
political advancement through the development and exten
sion of a network of dependence amongst clients upon 
bureaucratic favours. 13 

This latter point suggests that public representatives perpetuate 
client dependence in order to secure political office. Unfort
unately, the authors do not define the precise nature of the 
'bureaucratic favours' but they appear to give greater credence 
than Chubb or Sacks, to the concept of benefits actually being 
secured by the TD. They also attempt to distinguish between 
the patron and the broker by suggesting that the patron 'con
trols resources' while the broker 'delivers the goods'. Unfortun
atel)', the clear distinction was not held consistently throughout 
the essay and this gave rise to a degree of confusion. 

Although they began with the view that the patronage and 
brokerage functions of the landlord declined from the Famine 
onwards they none-the-less adverted to them in their case study 
in County Wicklow. They remarked that, at at time of high un
employment in the region, shop employment 'constituted a 
compelling patron-client tie'. Their study of a local conflict 
involving the vacant position of postmistress, showed how the 
two rival factions mobilised their forces for street demonstra-
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tions. In what appears to conflict with their earlier assertions, 
the writers conclude that the one side triumphed over the other, 
by introducing the 'single tie of economic patronage'. Despite 
their efforts to spell out the powerful forces behind economic 
patronage it is still difficult to draw a clear line between their 
definition of a broker and a patron. The difference appears to be 
little more than the degree of force which the patron can exer
cise. However, by explaining the patron-client relationship in 
terms of economic dependence they have certainly moved a long 
way from Chubb's view of the clientelist relationship as a neei 
for 'face-to-face contact'. 

Bax takes up the patron-broker distinction, defining the 
patron as one who 'has first order resources, that is he controls 
land, jobs and scholarship funds directly'." The broker, on the 
other hand, has 'second order resources, he deals in strategic 
relations, in promises to contact other persons who control first 
order resources that his followers desire'." He places the local 
TD in the role of broker, that is, an intermediary who does not 
control resources directly but can make contact with those who 
do. As intermediary the broker has the power to hold back 
integration: 

There may be structural resistance ~hat prevents the popula
tion from integrating directly with the centre. Brokerage 
militates against integration. Indeed it is of vital importance 
for the Irish politician to keep integration partial, if it 
increases he would lose his brokerage role. I. 

This approach to integration was adopted by Declan O'Connell 
who maintained that not only does brokerage prevent real inte
gration but it does in fact encourage and perpetuat~ a societal 
order based on a class structure and inequality. He st".ted that 
although Irish TD's are often regarded as middlemen b,«!ween 
the rural 'little community' and 'wider society', such an 
approach does not look at brokerage in its overall c(lntext of 
power and class. He further adds: 'Analytically it would see';" 
more useful to focus on the links between local and national class 
divisions than on the gaps between "local community" and 
"wider society". The significance of clientelist politics would 
then become more clear.' 11 

The limitation on the view put forward by O'Connell is that it , , 
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perhaps too readily identifies clientelism as an economic or class 
phenomenon, giving insufficient recognition to cultural ties. But 
the attractiveness of his analysis is that it attempts to view 
clientelism in an overall context rather than localising or 
compart.m6ntalising it. 
" Quite a different approach was adopted by Roche who 
ex,\mined the links between the perpetuation of clientelism and 
the state administeration. His article attributes the frequent use 
of clientelism to the absence of any appropriate appellate 
service. Following a questionnaire to TDs and some lengthy 
discussions with civil servants Roche documented the fact that 
the bulk of a TD's constituency work is concerned with delays 
which clients experience in dealing with the bureaucracy: 'Over 
80% of the sample indicated that complaints other than about 
dela y accounted for less than 10%.' ISHe acknowledged a certain 
degree of breakdown within the administrative system and 
attributed this to several major weaknesses within the Irish 
political system: (1) the bureaucratic nature of public institu
tions; (2) the centralised nature of these institutions; and (3) the 
existence of public representatives who are willing to provide a 
convenient, costless and comparatively effective alternative 
appellate system to the user. 

While one can agree with Roche that all the above are 
features of our present bureaucratic process, the matter becomes 
less clear when he attempts to establish whether all four are 
created by the TD's interference with the system or whether 
those weaknesses create a demand for the TD's interventions. 

Firstly, he asserts: 'This is not to say that they don't gain from 
the role, nor does it ignore the probability that some and maybe 
many deliberately exploit it or that the provision of constituency 
services such as "clients" may in fact call up demand.'19 He goes 
on to add: 'The fact is that public representatives in providing 
constituency service are primarily responding to a demand that 
exists and are not creating it. '20 

However, despite the need for clarity on this point, Roche's 
research is a valuable contribution to the literature on clien
tel ism because it provides evidence of bureaucratic failure to 
satisfy the needs of clients. By doing this it introduces an aspect 
of clientelism which had been largely neglected. 
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A more recent writer on the subject, Lee Komito,21 made a 
specific attempt to clarify terms like client and clientelism. He 
maintained that the 'once off visit to the TO's clinic, with no 
guarantee that the TO will be rewarded with the client vote, 
bore only a partial resemblance to the clientelism found in other 
regional or peripheral counties. He also criticised previous 
writers for failing to adequately distinguish between brokerage 
and c1ientelism. He held that c1ientelism does not exist if the 
politician only provides brokerage services 'without creating 
enduring moral or instrumental bonds between himself and thl(. 
"client", as a result',22 In addition, .he blamed the vagueness 
surrounding the precise meaning of the terms for the limited 
utility of c1ientelist studies in Ireland. 

The point is clarified further by Christopher Clapham" who 
used the term 'vote brokerage' to explain c1ientelism in Ireland. 
But unlike Komito, Clapham regarded the vote as very much a 
part of c1ientelism. 

The vote is not, as we shall see, essential to the c1ientelism of 
representation, but almost everywhere it is a highly import
ant impetus to the creation of c1ientelist networks extending 
across the entire political community; and a great deal of 
clientelist politics, especially in countries such as Italy and 
Ireland, is still a matter of vote brokerage." 

As with some of the earlier writers (Sacks, Bax), Clapham goes 
on to regard the lack of integration as a causal factor in Ireland's 
c1ientelism: 

representatives will be chosen, and expected to behave, so as 
to maximise the benefits to be obtained by their constitutents. 
This process lends itself particularly well to c1ientel.ism, since 
the patron whom they choose will himself be selected l'ccord
ing to his likely success as a client of those holding pOwer at 
the cen tre. 25 

The difference here between Komito and Clapham centres '. 
around the use of the term c1ientelism. Komito's own research 
brought him into direct contact with one large Dublin con
stituency and here he identified a very specific pattern in terms 
of the relationships between the TO and the party political 

, , 
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supporters; he depended' on this core group of supporters to 
'. . maintain his position within the constitutency and in return he 

provided a measure of patronage. On the other hand, there was 
, a more fleeting relationship between the TD and the ever
'. ,changing group of constituents who approached him for help. 

Since Komito identified the relationships as somewhat different, 
he -was dissatisfied with the common use of the term clientelism 
to describe both. . 

Anotlj,er interesting feature of Komito's research is that he 
does not wholly dismiss the TD's powers. He maintained that 
although brokerage rarely provided undeserved benefits, it 
usually ensured the provision of services which would otherwise 
have been long delayed. Even more significantly he acknow
ledged that politicians do enjoy a degree of influence with the 
bureaucratic institutions: 'Those few cases in which political 
influence was able to deliver undeserved state benefits were 
usually used to reward supporters who had been active either in 
party politics or electora\ campaigns'. ,. 

This latest research on clientelism appeared to suggest that 
bureaucratic delays were responsible for the constant flow of 
clients to the TD's clinic. The view also supports the earlier 
findings of Roche. But more importantl y they raise a number of 
questions about Chubb, Sacks, and Bax's assertions on the 
cultural need for face-to-face contact. Komito's findings also 
raise questions regarding the alleged illusory nature of benefits 
from the TD's interventions. 

The review of the Irish literature raised a number of import
ant points: (1) the writers varied widely in their approach; (2) 

_ there was no consistency in the use of terms such as patron, 
broker and clientelism; (3) a marked difference of opinion on 
C!lusal factors; and (4) poor attention to the clients themselves. 

The last point, the absence of material on the TD's clients, is 
perhaps the most serious limitation of the studies. Political 
scientists and sociologists drew conclusions about clients which 
had no basis in material evidence but which were nonetheless 
used by different writers over the past twenty years. 

My own research on clients, undertaken in Galway, is an 
attempt to redress this serious imbalance. In contrast with 
earlier writings, the study focuses on clients, their class back
ground and their particular problems. Individual cases are 
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examined to identify some of the most basic assumptions make 
in the earlier literature but more particularly to seek new 
material to broaden the discussion on clientelism. 

Methodology 
The data for this study was collected over a sixteen-week period 
in 1982, from a TO's clinic in the city of Galway. The total 
number of cases amounted to 131. Since the general tendency 
was for clients to return to the clinic the week after their first 
visil, it was necessary to take cases on alternate weeks thus _ 
minimising duplication and giving a final total of 8 sessions and 
131 cases. 

I acted as personal assistant to the TO, participated in the 
clinic sessions and eventually processed each case through the 
state agencies. A file was opened for each of the following details 
recorded: 21 

Type of problem 
Sex of client 
Age of client 
Marital status 
Number of dependants 
Social class/occupation , 
Knowledge of the bureaucratic system 
Client's own previous effort 
Bureaucratic response to client effort 
Agency which client had approached 
Nature of help sought by client 
Bureaucratic response after TO's interventions 

It must be emphasised that the sample cases were given no 
preferential treatment; they were processed 'through the 
bureaucratic system using the same procedures as ' applied to 
other clinic cases. However, it was necessary to file them away 
from the main body of constituency cases, in order that. they 
could be effectively monitored. The TO processed at ' ie~st 
3,000" cases in that year; a sample of 131 woul<l not have been . 
readily identifiable if separate filing had not been used. ", 

The term 'client' is used throughout the research and it refers 
to any person who approached the TO for help, whether by" 
letter, telephone call or personal visit to his clinic. Similarly no 
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distinction was made betwe"en clients who were known party 
" supporters and the ones who made a 'once off appeal for help. 
'\ . Since neither the bureaucracy nor the TD appeared to make the 

'. distinction, it was not relevant when drawing up the list ofvari
'abies to be measured or indeed in the final analysis of the data. 

'The . variable 'client knowledge of the bureaucratic system' 
was measured mainly by using notes taken during the interview, 
For example, clients who had a poor knowledge of the bureau
cra tic prot~ss tended to come to the clinic without the relevant 
welfare or tax numbers. Furthermore, they rarely produced 
evidence of correspondence with the agencies, Sometimes it 
emerged that they had been corresponding with the wrong 
agency altogether, 

'Client's own previous effort' was somewhat easier to 
measure. They usually provided a history of their own case and 
at times produced copies of correspondence. It was possible to 
confirm from officials the length of the correspondence and 
whether there had been a r¢sponse. Very few of the cases had 
absolutely no track record and some client files had letters from 
other politicians. To minimise bias, evidence of previous 
correspondence or the client's ability to recognise the need to 
bring relevant welfare numbers to the TD, had to be taken as an 
objective indicator of effort and knowledge. But this tangible 
evidence was a guide rather than a solitary determining factor; 
it had to be seen in the context of the total conversation between 
the client and TD, 

The sample and research method have a number of limita
tions, Since the fieldwork involved travelling from Dublin to 
Galway and back every weekend, it imposed some practical 
difficulties and had a direct bearing on the size of the sample 
undhtaken, The sample was further confined by the decision to 
get details of 'bureaucratic response to client effort'; this neces
sarily excluded cases which were telephoned direct to the TD's 
home or which came by post and had scant details of bureau
cratic response. In addition to these limitations the cases were all 
taken from city clinics which generally facilitate a large urban 
clientele with urban-centred problems, i.e. housing, welfare and 
jobs, 

During 1982, Galway, like other Irish cities, was feeling the 
impact of economic recession. A number of local IDA factory 
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closures increased unemployment figures and this in turn 
brought a lare number of welfare-related problems to the clinic. 
The TD was the first Labour Party representative in the constit
uency in over fifty years and had quite a solid body of party 
political workers who helped with the Saturday morning clinics. 
He was also Mayor of the city and as a member of the Galway 
Corporation and the Western Health Board he attended all the 
Board meetings. In addition, he had a national profile and was a 
strong advocate for the rights of the disadvantaged. 

It was not possible to measure the extent to which this parti
cular politician may have attracted clients from a lower soci~
economic group. To establish this with any certainty would 
require not alone a comparison of clinics from rural/urban bases 
but also from each of the parliamentary political parties. 

Allowing for these lirnltations, the material opens a new 
discussion on clients, their problems and the extent to which the 
TD was able to intervene and provide a measure of valuable 
help. 

Clients and their problems 
One of the first and most significant facts to emerge from the 
Galway sample of clients related to socio-economic class. Details 
of client occupation showed that almost 80 per cent of them 
came from the lower socio-economic class, that is ther fitted into 
unskilled and semi-skilled workforce or categories C , D, E, and 
F' of the Market Research Scale.29 In addition, a greater 
number of their problems concerned the local authorities (60 
per cent, see Table I). Other less frequent but nonetheless 
significant categories of problem among these working class 
clients related to government departments, health boards and 
employment. 

The smaller number of clients who came from the more 
skilled and higher income class had problems whiCh were some
what more varied. Almost one-third of them had miscellanequs 
problems, that is, related to legal queries, planning permissions. 
and environmental issues. Almost 20 per cent of these pa~ticular·· _ 
clients represented pressure groups for leisure or environmental '\, 
lssues. 

The above local authority problems related to housing; 
clients were on waiting lists for first-time housing, others for 
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Table I : Clients and th~ir problems 

SOCIAL CLASS 
All Working Middle 

Problem 0'Pl dienu d4H tim, 

% % % 
'lpcal authority 53 60 28 
Government dept. 13 13 21 
Hea:Ith board II 10 7 
Employment II 9 14 
Miscellaneous 12 9 31 

% Total 100 101 101 
Number (131) (102) (29) 

housing transfers or repairs to existing dwellings. Some of the 
clients who came seeking first-time housing were anxious that 
the TO impress their hardship upon the county manager. 
Several couples with no or only one child did not have the 
income to purchase a pri~ate dwelling but their living condi
tions were not considered sufficiently difficult to warrant local 
authority housing. Other couples were in local authority flats 
but as their family size had grown they were anxious to get 
housing away from the flat-dwelling area. 

First-time house seekers and clients wanting house transfers 
seemed to suffer unreasonable delays in their dealings with the 
Housing Office. Following their own unsuccessful attempts they 
came to the TO's clinic expressing anger that their approaches 
had failed and complaining that their requests to meet with the 
Housing Officer had met with no results. More importantly, 
they had been given no indication of when or where they might 
b. housed. Young women with small children called to the clinic 
every week. They were seldom accompanied by their spouses or 
partners and they depended solely on the TO to give them in
formation on their chances of being housed in the near future; a 
sizeable number were single parents. Their applications for 
housing were usually low priority on the list system, but the TO 
continued to make representations on their behalf. These clients 
suffered from the dual stigma of single parenthood and poverty, 
and they reported to the TO that some officials had treated them 
with insensitivity. 
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Complaints of poor response or delay were not confined to the 
local authorities. The study showed that other state agencies 
were also inadequate in responding to clients' needs. Grievances 
included long delays on welfare payments, refusal on medical 
card applications, withdrawal of benefits by the health board 
and confusion and delay on redundancy payments. In fact, as 
seen in Table 2, cases from other agencies were more likely to 
arise from outright refusals rather than delays. 

Table 2: Agency response to clients .. 
IUsponse 
from All Local Go" Hltllth 
ag4nly clients QIlin <hp' bOdrd Dtlur 

Refusal % 32 21 47 39 47 
Delay % 68 79 53 62 53 

Total % 100 100 100 lOl 100 
Numbers (131) (71) (32) (13) (15) 

However, the long delays were not always caused by 
deliberate bureaucratic negligence. Although most clients made 
an extensive effort on their own ~half before approaching the 
TD (see Table 3), this effort must be viewed in relation to client 
understanding of the bureaucratic process. 

Table 3: Limitations on client effort 

CLIENT KNOWLEDGE OF SYSTEM 

0". All V'ry Fairly 
effort c/imls good good Bad 

Extensive % 79 75 82 '. 78 
Some % 21 25 18 22 

Total % 100 100 100 )00 
Numbers (131) (20) (56) (55) 

Many clients had a low level of understanding of the bur«au
cracy. During the initial discussion oftheir cases at the clinic, the 
TD discovered that some of them had not provided adequate or 
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relevant ,details of their cases 10 the agency concerned. Indeed, 
some clients had been corresponding with the wrong agency. 

E,\ample of client problems in dealing with the various 
agencies can be measured from the following; two expectant 
~others who had been on the housing list for some considerable , 
time ,thought that a certificate of pregnancy to the Housing 
Office '~as quite a ludicrous request since they felt that their 
advanced pregnancies should have been obvious to the housing 
officials, They did not understand that every piece of docu
mentation or' medical evidence on their file would help them in 
their application for housing. Their failure to supply these 
certificates inevitably created an unnecessary delay on the 
housing list. Similarly parents failed to produce doctors' letters 
certifying children's illnesses to the Housing Office and this 
oversight also lengthened their stay on the list. 

Client ignorance is perhaps the most important aspect of the 
clientelist phenomenon in Ireland. A large number of clients 
who had made quite an extensive effort to redress their own 
grievances failed because of insufficient information on how to 
deal with the bureaucratic structures. This inadequate 
approach plus the poor guidance from bureaucrats themselves 
rendered the clients almost helpless in the face of the Irish 
bureaucracy and made their visits to the TO's clinic a necessary 
next step for them, Indeed the statistical facts about poor know
ledge must be taken as relevant to any assessment of the powers 
of the TO to expedite the award of a benefit, clarify a bureau
cratic response or alter a refusal. 

The TO's interventions were generally acknowledged'wjthin 
ten days, He pursued each case to a final outcome and kept the 
client informed of all his correspondence with the agency. More 
impor~nt for the client was the fact that the TO's approach was 
more professional and included all necessary details, especially 
any which had been inadvertently excluded by the client in pre
vious efforts, In addition, it would appear that the TO received a 
degree of trust in his applications which the clients did not. Thus 
his position of authority {)r power must be seen as directly 
related to two very_important factors: (I) the clients' lack of 

, knowledge; (2) a bureaucracy which failed to relate its service to 
the level of client knowledge. , 
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Effectiveness of TD's interventioDs 
Ninety-five per cent of clients had experienced difficulty in 
getting some form of benefit from state agencies. Benefit in this 
regard refers to housing, medical cards and social welfare pay
ments. In addition, a number of clients were seeking job refer
ences from the TD. They had applied for jobs with the local 
authority or health board and; since the TD was a member of 
both boards, clients were anxious that he make representations 
on their behalf. A small number of clients asked the TD to make 
representations to local private companies because .. they 
believed that he had influence with the management board. 
This belief was based on hearsay rather than fact; at best the TD 
could provide a character or work reference. Furthermore, it is 
reasonable to assume that similar references may have come 
from other poli ticians on behalf of anum ber of other applicants. 

Clients who were in need of state benefit believed that the 
TD's interventions would expedite responses from the various 
agencies or would help them in making a second application 
where they had experienced a refusal. They did not realise the 
limitations of their knowledge and the shortcomings of the 
applications which they had lodged with the various agencies. 
The TD immediately set about getting information from the 
clients on the background to their cases. It was necessary to 
establish the length of time the client had been waiting, the 
information the client had already furnished or failed to furnish, 
the correspondence (if any) from the agency and so on. So in 
effect, although the clients came for tangible benefits, the first 
service from the TD was an advisory one and his effectiveness in 
this area must be taken into account in assessing his impact. 

Once the clients went on the TD's files there was an ongoing 
correspondence on the basis of their rene'Yed or revised applica
tion. The TD sent letters outlining any deterior~tion in the 
client's living circumstances and ensured that evidence of any 
medical problems were immediately made known to the agency 
concerned. As indicated by the data in Table 4, the TD's expert
ise and persistent interventions were substantiallY' rewardeo, 
Almost 60 per cent of clients who had experienced unacceptable 
delays had their cases brought to a conclusion with benefit being' 
awarded. In addition, 50 per cent of clients who had initially 
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Table 4~ Agency response 

RESPONSE TO TO RESPONSE TO CLIENT 
~ Fi~aL All 

Rl.!panst elietlt! Refusal DtlaJ 

% % % 
Ref~al 20 43 8 
Oelay 25 7 36 
Benefit granted 54 50 57 

% Total 100 100 101 
Numbers (118) (42) (76) 

experienced a refusal from the agency, were awarded some form 
of benefit after the TO intervened. 

It is important at this point to reiterate the nature of the TO's 
interventions. Many of the clients who had experienced delays 
had made inadequate approaChes to the agencies. For example, 
one woman had been making approaches for a house transfer for 
almost three years. She reported the delay to the TO and also 
gave him an account of the damp conditions of her current 
dw.elling. He lOok up the case with consistent letters and tele
phone calls but he also ensured that each time one of her child
ren suffered an illness a copy of the doctor's note was passed on to 
the Housing Office. Representations on this case resulted in the 
family being rehoused within six months of the initial visit to the 
TO. 

His intervention provided professional expertise and ensured 
that the family's difficulties were listed on the file. In addition, 
his consistent letters indicated to the authority that he was 
taking"a particular interest in this client. Since the client had 
been on the transfer list for more than three years, the speed with 
which she was housed indicates that the TO's interventions may 
have resulted in higher priority being given to the family. 

Similarly with cases where the initial bureaucratic response 
was to refuse a benefit, the TO's interventions led to a re
investigation and subsequent reversal on 50 per cent of such 
cases. As with the cases of delayed benefit, these reversals were 
due to the provision of more accurate or detailed information. 
One example was a case where a father of a mildly handicapped 

~----~---- ~--- ~ ~----
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boy came to the clinic and complained that the lifts for his 
child's shoes would not be funded by the health board. This 
decision was reversed when the TO telephoned and explained 
that the family was in particularly difficult circumstances 
because another child needed constant medication. His 
intervention caused a reversal of the original decision. 

It was difficult to measure 'benefit granted' with absolute 
precision because the category refers to cases where the client 
received a social welfare payment, a medical card or perhaps a 
local authority house but it includes about 10 per cent wbo 
benefited in terms of useful advice and information. For 
example, one couple came to the TO because they were con
cerned about the exorbitant cost of having an electricity connec
tion to an isolated bungalow. They had contacted the 
Electricity Supply Board and·had been told that there could be 
no reduction in price. When the TO contacted the local ESB 
office it was confirmed that there could be no reduction on the 
original quote, but in addition he was advised that the couple 
could make application for an EEC grant towards the cost of the 
installa tion. The clients were satisfied with this new information 
and left the TO's clinic with ·plans to apply for this partial 
funding from the EEC. Similarly, an elderly couple came to the 
TO seeking his help because they had been refused a free tele
phone rental allowance. The TO contacted the Oepartment of 
Social Welfare on their behalf and was advised that they were 
not eligible. However, it was suggested to the TO that the couple 
should contact the local health board for a subsidy towards tele
phone costs, under the Supplementary Welfare Allowance Acts. 
This was done and the couple were happy to have some financial 
help, although still a little disappointed that they could not 
benefit in terms of free telephone rental. 

These examples indicate the difficulties which 'arose in 
attempting to categorise clients. A small number, such as the 
above cases, did not fit effectively into the category of 'refusal 
upheld' , following the TO's interventions. There was a degree of 
benefit, although not the benefit which the clients had requested ' 
from the TO on their original visit. '. 

Nevertheless, while allowing for these limitations the data still 
provide evidence that the TO's interventions helped to expedite 
a considerable number of cases. Sqme of the more difficult , 
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ho.using cases were expedited within the year, i.e. single parents, 
childless cauples and aid age pensianers living in private rented 
accammadatian. A significant numher were· allacated lacal 

," autharity flats. In the case af clients who. were suffering from 
'. ,delays in getting sacial welfare payments, the files indicate that 

theJ'D's interventians mast certainly caused the department to. 
resRand to. the TD and in turn to. the client. Many clients were 
caught in a bureauc~atic hald-up and they had been waiting far 
welfare· payments far several weeks. When the TD wrate to. the 
Departm~nt af Sacial Welfare, they generally replied within 
twa weeks giving the TD an explanatian far the hald-up. The 
TD passed this infarmatian to. the clients who. learnt far the first 
time why there had been such a delay. 

The case histaries indicate that same af the agencies shawed a 
lack af sensitivity tawards clients. On a few accasians their 
attitude changed when the TD intervened. One such case 
invalved a client who. came in to. the clinic and asked that TD to. 
intervene to have his eld~rly uncle transferred to. a haspital 
nearer the family hame in arder that the family cauld visit him. 
The agency's respanse to. the TD cantained a classic catch 22. It 
stated: 

I nate that the reasan given far his transfer to. ... is that his 
family can visit him, but, in fact, during his stay here he had 
received really no. visitars at all - so. I dan't think it wauld 
make much difference whether he is in ... ar ... 

Fallawing the TD's interventians ·the patient was in fact trans
ferred to an institution nearer his family home. However, it is 
daubtful if the client, who. had made extensive effarts priar to. the 
visit to. the TD, wauld have managed to. effect the transfer with
all't the deputy's help. 

Nat all the departments accepted a call from the TD's affice. 
The Department af Educatian referred all such calls to the 
Minister's Office and the Department af the Environment 
seemed to. resent the interventian. But mast af the agencies 
respanded expeditiausly to. the TD's letters and telephane calls. 
It shauld be nated that the warklaad invalved was quite 
cansiderable. A tatal af 175 telephane calls were made an behalf 
af the 131 clients in the study and 680 letters were sent aut fram 
the same files. At the end af six manths 55 per cent af the cases 
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had been resolved (see Table 5). The number of cases 'still 
pending' was inflated by clients waiting for repairs to local 
authority dwellings. There was an irregular delay because the 
local corporation workers had been placed on a three-day week. 

Table 5: Total tilnescale 

Number of months to process grevances 

Less than 6 months 
Greater than 6 months 
Greater than one year/ still pending 

% Total 
. Number 

Conclusion 

% 
.. 55 

24 
21 

100 
(131) 

Some of the findings of the Galway study raise questions about 
earlier assumptions on clients. They refute the view that clients 
come to the TO's clinic because they enjoy the 'face-to-face' con
tact. Rather, clients visited the TO's clinic only after some eITort 
to redress their own grievance had failed, that is, when they 
experienced what they felt to be an unreasonable delay with a re
sponse or indeed when they had received no response at all. The 
frustration of these experiences prompted the clients' visits to the 
TO's weekly clinic. 

The TO's interview with the clients brought out some equally 
interesting facts about their approach to the various agencies. 
Many of them had undertaken long tedious correspondences 
with the local authority or government departm~nts. While a 
few clients had been dealing with the wrong agency l!-ltogether, 
many more had failed to provide some of the most relevant 
details on their cases. These inadequacies were picked upJ;>y the 
TD, who immediately began to rectify the situation. 

But what is even more significant in terms oLthe earlier 
assumptions about clients is that the clients in this study were a . 
fairly homogeneous group of people, with a common class b~ck
ground and a poor understanding of the bureaucratic process. 
The earlier studies had failed to focus on these significant 
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features. This failure undoubtedly led to a series of misrepre-
\ sentations of the clients. They were regarded as a simple tradi-

'. _tional people. who were attracted to the TO's clinic by the 
,.personalised nature of the setting. The drawback of this model 

w;<s that it made no attempt to examine the bureaucratic 
structures or to investigate their responsiveness to clients. 

Mtic!> of the debate focussed on the nature of benefits from the 
TO. Some writers· regarded them as illusory: at best he or she 
could expe<l.ite an award. Others said that the TO's interven
tions could result in the client being given undeserved benefits. 
W~i1e this approach to clientelism produced some relevant 
material it was limited at the outset by the absence of material on 
clients. Attempts to measure the value of TDs' interventions 
without firstly measuring clients' elTort, ability, and the bureau
cratic response, inevitably led to limitations. 

The Galway study attempts to redress this imbalance. In 
drawing attention to clients and the difficulties which they 
encountered with bUreaucrac'y, it is hoped to broaden the discus
sion on c1ientelism. But the study also attempts to raise some 
important questions about the bureaucratic system itself. 

In an earlier study, Roche referred to the bureaucratic system 
as being under considerable strain and unable to cope 
adequately with the grievances of the clients it was established to 
serve. The Galway study reiterates Roche's findings. The 
research involved long term communication with the various 
state agencies and highlighted major inadequacies at all levels. 
An overstretched service and badly trained officials were not 
dealing with the day-to-day grievances of clients. Indeed with 
intensive bureaucratisation, the services had become more 
removed from clients. This was particularly evident with clients 
in the West of Ireland who were not alone physically removed 
from the central bureaucracy in Dublin but were also alienated 
from it. A single telephone call to any government department in 
Dublin caused enormous problems. Some clients who attempted 
telephone calls were cut 01T in the coin box as civil servants trans
ferred them from one extension to another. They had no 
recourse but to come to the TO's clinic and request that he use 
his office at Leinster House to make any necessary calls and write 
let1ers to the department concerned. These inadequacies within 
the service have been recognised in more recent years by the 
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establishment of the Office of the Ombudsman. Within the first 
year of operation (1984), it dealt with 2,267 complaints against a 
number of agencies but within two years the number of com
plaints had more than doubled to 5,277. 

These statistics and the statistics compiled in the Galway 
study suggest that the bureaucratic system needs to confront two 
important problems: (\) clients' apparent inability to redress 
their own grievances; (2) the acceptance of political interven
tions on behalf of clients. These two interdependent factors have 
facilitated the perpetuation of clientelism in Ireland. Any futu~e 
analysis must focus on these problems if the basic constituents of 
clientelism are to be eliminated. 
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The Single European Act (SEA) aims to achieve a complete 
inte'rnal market by 1992, with full freedom of movement for 
goods and factors of production and the dismantlement of 
border controls. To enable this objective to be achieved, the 
Commission has set out a detailed programme of action in its 
White Paper, Completing the Internal Market (1985). The SEA's 
provisions for qualified majority voting are designed to ensure 
that this programme will not be hamstrung by nationalistic •• 
wrangling at Council lev.eJ. In order to widen the basis of 
support for its proposals, the SEA also provides for a complete 
reassessment of the structural funds with a view to bringing 
about closer economic and social cohesion within the 
Community. 

Do trade regimes matter? 
An underlying assumption of the entire European integration 
debate is that trade regimes do make a difference. The Treaties 
of Rome (1957) were succeeded by an unprecedented burst of 
growth in intra-Community trade and also in Community 
GNP. The temptation to argue post hoc ergo propter hoc was diffi
'cult to resist. All the evidence showed that trade liberalisation 
w8uld lead to some exp~nsion in trade. It also indicated that 
sizeable welfare gains would accrue to the Community as a 
result of this expansion; but it proved very difficult to tie down 
the precise magnitude of the trade gain and to relate it to the 

-I am grateful to Kieran Kennedy for helpful comments on an early draft. 
Thanks arc also owed to the audience at University College, Cork, whose 
observations prompted numerous revisions in the final draft. 
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overall growth in the economy. Benefits such as those arising 
from a more intense competitive environment, a greater 
exploitation of economies of scale and an improved investment 
climate, resulting from a larger internal market, are notoriously 
difficult to quantify - other than to say that they are likely to be 
appreciable. Rightly or wrongly, on post /we ergo propter hoc and 
on more scientific grounds, trade liberalisation has received 
much of the credit for the golden age, 1958-73. 

In the case of the present proposals for further liberalisation, 
influential opinion has asserted that the Community's progres~ 
is being held back by its fragmented internal market. The 
Economist (24 November 1984) pronounced with ex cathedra 
certitude: 

The crippling, and widening, technology gap growing be
tween Europe and its main competitors shows that it is the 
absence of a continent-wide free market, more than anything else, which 
is blighting Europe's future. [writer's italics 1 

In a similar vein, in a communique of 29/ 30 March 1985, the 
Council of Europe emphasised the need for action to achieve a 
single large market, with the aim of 'creating a more favourable 
environment for stimulating enterprise, competition and trade.' 
Important industrialist representative groups, such as UNICE 
(Union of Industries of the EEC), endorse a similar point of 
view. Indeed, it is very difficult to find any respectable source 
which argues on first principles against completion of the 
market. 

A number of points may be made about the market 
unification process envisaged under the- SEA. First, given the 
overwhelming problem of unemployment, it might have been 
thought that the Community would devote its main efforts to 
securing some aggregate demand stimulus or. to achieving 
greater labour market flexibility, rather tha-n to pursuing ~e 
indirect approach embodied in the market-Qpening processes of. 
the SEA. The reason why it has not opted for common action on ' ... 
the former targets is presumably because agreement would be "', 
more difficult to reach on them. For example, there is no consen-
sus that demand stimulation is either necessary or that it could 
be achieved by government policy. Likewise, measures to secure 

, . 
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greater labour market flexibility provoke ideological and prac
tical difficulties between member states. Of course, exposing the 
markets of the Community to more competition in the long run 
necessarily will force more flexibility into their respective labour 
markets _also. 
~condly, there is considerable opposition in the Community 

to ·the idea of promoting integration through large income dis
tribution between member states. The opposition is most deter
mined in potential donor countries such as West Germany. The 
climate of opinion in the Community has turned completely 
against the type of federal solution suggested in the MacDougall 
Report (1977). Even within Ireland there is ambiguity. As 
Matthews (1984) has pointed out, we want the transfers that a_ 
federal Europe would offer, but not the degree of political 
integration that would be necessary to make the Community a 
federal state. The enlargement of the Community to include 
poorer nations such as Greece, Spain and Portugal has rein
forced the determination of the better-off members to avoid any 
commitments to integration via resource transfers. The entire 
emphasis has been on keeping the European market big but 
keeping the Commission budget small. 

Thirdly, a key element in the new regime proposed by the 
SEA is the need for a large internal market to develop high tech
nology industries. This argument is based on economies of scale: 
Europe's fragmented markets are contrasted with the internal 
market unity of Japan and the United States. Technology 
industries have prospered in the two countries on the basis of 
their large domestic markets. On these grounds, the main direct 
beneficiaries of the internal market will be the more tech
nologically advanced of the twelve member states, with the less 
advanced members benefiting indirectly, through 'trickle
down' effects from a more prosperous Community. 

Fourthly, studies of the effects of trade regimes in the Third 
World (including newly industrialised countries) show that 
trade policies can have powerful effects on an economy for good 
or ill. The World Bank view, for example, which is based on 
extensive research over two decades, has crystallised into the 
firm conclusion that: 

There is a convincing body of quantitative evidence from 
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cross-country studies that developing countries with less dis
torted policy regimes (particularly those that are less biased 
against exports) have fared beller in terms of growth perform
ance, coping with external shocks, and employment 
creation.' 

All this suggests that, for poorer countries as for richer, for the 
technologically advanced as for the technologically weak, for 
those with flexible labour markets and those without, there are 
significant advantages to be gained from closer integration be
tween countries on the basis of world trade prices. China, Iridia, 
the countries of Eastern Europe and the Mediterranean coun
tries are the latest in a long line of converts to this view. In a 
sense, it could be said that the Cold War is over, and has been 
won by the Americans! 

What European integration meant to Ireland 
It is difficult for a present-day audience ~se the full extent 
of the pessimism a.bout Ireland's prospects in an integrated 
Europe which prevailed only thirty years ago. Fortunately, 
Denis Maher's recently published The Tortuous Path documents 
the fears and misgivings among the officials advising the Irish 
government on this matter. Consider, for example, the con
clusions of the interim report of 5 February 1957 prepared by 
the secretaries of the main government departments in response 
to the Organisation for European Economic Cooperation's pro
posal for a European Free Trade Area. Its three major 
conclusions were that: 

as regards a large sector of existing industries, th€ Department 
of Industry and Commerce can see no prospect 'of theinur
vival even as suppliers of the home. ma~ket, except with 
permanent protection , 
the Department ofIndustry and Commerce can see no. pros
pect of a signifi~ant expansion of industrial ellP.0rts froll). 
Ireland to the continental part of the free trade area .', 
the Department of Agriculture sees little prospect of a signifi
cant expansion of agricultural exports from Ireland to the 
continental part of the free trade area. (Maher, 1986,.p. 63) 
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This illustrates an astonishin~ lack of foresight and also a simple 
lesson: that the balance between the perceived opportunity and 
.the' threat of a ,more integrated market is very much determined 
.by . recent economic performance. The 1957 assessment was 
flavoured by the dismal experience of the Irish economy in the 
1950s. As economic performance began to improve, it yielded to 
the mere upbeat evaluations of the late 1960s and early I 970s. 

Three main economic themes underlay the pre-accession 
negotiatioh~: market access, safeguards and transfers. 

Market access applied to both industria:! and agricultural 
goods. In the case of industrial goods, the issue was comparative
ly simple. Ireland had for a long time enjoyed free access to the 
British market and membership of the Community offered the 
prospect of widening that access to continental European mar
kets. No extravagant hopes were held out of a major penetration 
of these markets being speedily achieved by domestic producers. 
It was thought possible that overseas manufacturingsubsidiaries 
would use Ireland as an export platform and the scale of re
sponse after 1972 proved these expectations correct. A twist to 
the story was that entry entailed Ireland losing its preferential 
position in the British market, but very little was heard of this 
after 1973. 

The market access aspects of Irish trade negotiations assumed 
much greater importance in the case of agricultural goods. First, 
since World War I, apart from the actual war period itself, the 
need to obtain market access for Irish agricultural exports was 
seen as a vital strategic aim ofIreland's trade policy. Experience 
during the Economic War had shown just how vulnerable 
Ireland was on this score. Being in a commodity market with 
little dilTerentiation of brand loyalty, it was easy for Britain to 
defk'tt its food purchases from Ireland to other competing 
sources of supply. In this context, access to the British market on 
preferential terms was an especially valuable prize. For 
example, it was written into the 1938 Anglo-Irish Trade Agree
ment that Britain would maintain duties on some agricultural 
imports from non-Commonwealth countries and would not 
alter the terms of Irish preference without consultation. 

Would complete free trade in agriculture, with equality of 
access to each other's markets, for all European producers have 
been a better option for Ireland? The general tendency has been 
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to believe that it would not have been. For one thing, the fear 
has long existed, going back to the '1950s during discussions 
about the free trade area, that national subsidies would continue 
to prevail, giving an advantage to the richer countries. 2 Super
imposed on this was the nagging doubt about where Irish com
parative advantage really stood, even if genuinely free trade 
conditions were present. These doubts have lasted into the 1980s 
as the current debate over the respective merits of quotas versus 
the dismantlement of the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) 
price supports illustrates.' 

Although the link with Britain has greatly weakened ~ince 
1973, the issue of market access boiled down to access to the 
British market. Ireland's bid for entry into the European 
Community in July 1961 was in effect conditional on Britain's 
application being successful, although natura lly this was not 
stated explicitly. When that condition was not met, Ireland's 
application was allowed to lapse along with Britain's. British 
membership was also a key feature in favour oflreland's entry to 
the Community in 1973, although by then the relevant argu
ment was that, since Britain was going tojoin anyway, the status 
quo could not be maintained and that market access could be 
assured only within a Community context. 

While much emphasis was placed on safeguards at the time of 
the entry negotiations - and earlier in the Anglo-Irish Free 
Trade Area Agreement (AIFTA) - it is doubtful if these really 
had much long-term impact. The protocol, the competition 
rules, the special provisions for motor car assembly, the sugar 
quota discussions, which continued to the end of the negotia
tions, had little effect on the broad evolution of Irish trade. Tax 
relief on export profits has been replaced, as has the motor 
assembly industry. The sugar quota has never been fully used. 
There have been few cases of anti-dumping provisions being 
brought to bear against Community partners and only rare in
stances of special provisions being introduced t6 protectlrish 
producers against extra-EC competition under the Corrio:>on 
Commercial Policy, or of Community rules on state .aids being 
interpreted with special liberality on Irdand's behalf. . .... 

Transfers were the tnird main theme in the pre-accession 
debate. The scale of CAP transfers has already been well docu
mented and in this instance the themes of market access and re-
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source transfers clearly overlap somewhat. According to 
Sheehy, the combined budgetary and trade benefits from the 
CAP amounted to £660m. in 1981, a sum well in excessoffamily 

'farm incomes of £SI0m. and equivalent to 7 per cent of GNP.' 
The Regional Fund, too, has been a useful source of transfers, 
but\he size of the Fund has increased slowly and it has not de
velope'tJ into the major catalyst of change that its proponents 
thought it might become (Drudy, 1984). Ireland has done un
usually well, in its allocations from the European Social Fund. 
ESF assistance amounted ,to £93m. in 1983, a five-fold increase • 
in real terms over the 1973 level (Laffan, 1985). To complete the J 
list, between 1979 and 1984 the subsidy element in European 
Monetary System (EMS) selected loans amounted to £4Sm. a 
year. 

The huge scale of these transfers by Brussels has had an un
doubted impact on Ireland's economy, mostly for the better. Yet 
there have been critics. Perhaps the strongest disapproval has 
come from Alan Matthews (.1983), who refers to their adverse 
effects on the nation's psyche and its willingness to confront its 
problems. Matthews refers approvingly to Professor Lee's 
'sponger syndrome' thesis. Living standards, Matthews argues, 
were built initially on the increasing transfers from the 
Community during the transition period and subsequently by 
recourse to foreign borrowing. Matthews's assessment is a re
freshing contrast to the rather bland enumeration of budgetary 
'benefits' of EC membership which other sources are prone to 
publicise. But are Matthews and Lee correct? Certainly the 
sponger syndrome was reinforced, but does this mea~ that 
Ireland would have been better off without the transfers? The 
capital assets ofIreland'sfarmers and the nation's economic and 
socia! infrastructure have also been reinforced. The word 'rein
forced' also needs emphasis: the sponger syndrome was 
strengthened, not created, by Brussels. 

Special features of the integration strategy 

(i) Has there been convergence? 
The first question is whether membership has been associated 

with greater economic convergence between Ireland and other 
member states. Contrary to a public impression, Ireland's real 
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CDP per capita has tended to converge to the EURI2 avcrage. 
Measured by standards of purchasing power, Irish CDP per 
capita was 66.7 pcr cent of the EUR12 average in 1970 and by 
1985 had risen to 70.7 per cent. During the same period, real 
CDP per capita rose by 34 per cent in EURI2' These figures 
indicate that Ircland's productive capacities have risen signifi
cantly in absolute and relative terms. 

Another important area of convergence is inflation. Irish con
sumer prices rose by 13.8 per cent a year in the period 1970-77, 
four percentage points above the EURJ2 average. By con~ast, 
Ireland's average annual inflation rates in the 1982-86 period at 
6.1 per cent had fallen to fractionally below the EURI2 
average. 

Since 1980, however, this picture must be balanced by the in
creasing divergence between rich and poor member states in the 
level of unemployment. The Irish unemployment rate at 18 per 
cent is over six percentage points above the EURI2 level in 
1986, compared with a three percentage point divergence over 
EUR9 in 1970. Evidence at a regional level within the 
Community shows a similar trend of widening divergence since 
the mid-1970s. Whereas the weakest 25 regions of the Commun
ity had an average unemployment rate of 8 per cent in 1976, 
relative to 2.4 per cent for the 25 strongest, the figures for 1985 
were respectively 21.1 per cent and 6.6 percent. Indeed, smaller 
member states have fared badly in terms of the unemployment 
rate relative to the larger Community countries (Kennedy, 
1985). The huge increase in public sector budget deficits in 
recent years has also tended to be concentrated in the poorer 
members of the Community. 

Ireland's experience, therefore, provides no justification for 
simple-minded conclusions about the 'inevitability ,of decline in 
peripheral regions. This statement is clearly not theclIse as far as 
CDP per capita is concerned. Moreover, the deterioration of 
Ireland's relative unemployment and public finance po~tions, 
two elements in a divergent direction, owes more to' bfld 
domestic economic management than to integrative processes., .... 

(ii) Has protection really gone? 
The process of tariff reduction in intra-Community trade has 

proceeded according to schedule. Protection, however, con-
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tinues to apply against imports from extra-Community coun
tries. Irish agriculture, for example, is sheltered from competi
Jion by the variable levy system; the clothing/ textile/ footwear 
·industries receive protection against LOC (less developed 
country) imports. Increasingly these are non-tariff barriers 
(NTBs1. In 1983, 18.6 per cent of imports into the Community 
from ·industrial countries and 25.4 per cent of imports from 
LDCs were subject to NTBs.' The post-Tokyo round tariff 
average fot-the Community is 6 per cent on finished and semi
finished manufactures. 

Although significant in an absolute sense, and with respect to 
particular sectors, Ireland's level of NTB protection against 
LOCs is well below the Community average. Only 13.4percent 
of our extra-Community imports from industrial countries and 
19.6 per cent from developing countries are subject to NTBs. In 
the case of textiles, for instance, the NTB coverage ratio (the 
proportion of imports to which NTBs apply) is 52 per cent for 
the Community average but only 31.7 per cent for Ireland. Steel 
and electrical machinery NTBs are also much less pervasive, 
and have less impact on Ireland's imports, than in most other 
member states (Nogues et ai, 1986). 

In addition to the continuing protection on extra
Community trade, a considerable amount of protection is pro
vided to factors of production in industry in the form of indus
trial incentives. Bond and Guisinger (1985) show, for example, 
that investors in Irish industry who receive maximum cash 
grants of 60 per cent of their fixed assets, and a corporation pro
fits tax rate of IO per cent, are benefiting from an effective pro
tection rate of 24 per cent, this on lOp of the 27 percent effective 
tariff implicit in the Common External Tariff. These authors 
also·"demonstrate systematically how investment incentives can 
act as substitutes for tariffs; they are simply alternative means of 
protecting domestic industry. Indigenously owned industry 
receives further protection via the various incentives prescribed 
in recent years for this sector (the 'hands-on' approach). Hence, 
for these two reasons - restrictions on imports from extra·EC 
sources and industrial incentives - the Irish market cannot be 
described as entirely non-protected, and the integration process 
has certainly some way to go yet. 

I 
J 
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(iii) The importance of real exchange rates 
The importance of maintaining realistically valued exchange 
rates has received increasing recognition in recent years. 
Dornbusch and Helmers (1986) have described choosing the 
right level of the exchange rate as 'the most critical decision in 
an open economy'. Balassa (1986), the most persistent advocate 
of outward-looking policies, has recently made the point that: 

adopting a realistic exchange rate is the sine qua non of a p4'licy 
package for economic growth as it will simultaneously contri
bute to export expansion and efficient import substitution. 

In contrast, adoption of an unrealistic, or overvalued, 
exchange rate will inhibit exports and will lead to inefficient 
substitution of imports for domestic import-competing produc
tion. Overvaluation can be politically popular in the short run 
because it artificially raises standards of living. Often an over
valued exchange rate is sustained by foreign borrowing, which 
can subsequently become very expensive. Paradoxically, in a 
highly indebted country, an eventual devaluation in excess of 
that indicated by real exchange rate calculations will be neces
sary to allow for the servicing of the debt. However, short-term 
considerations, including concern over the value of the debt and 
interest payments in domestic currency, will lean in the opposite 
direction, urging a devaluation less than that required by real 
exchange rate fundamentals. 

Ireland was one of the few countries to implement a far
reaching and comprehensive removal of protection without an 
accompanying devaluation. Normally a devaluation is needed 
to soften the impact of import penetration on the ba.lance of pay
ments. The depreciated exchange rates often help' previously 
protected firms to make the transition to a more competitive, 
export-orientated environment. Ireland did not ha~e to 
succumb to devaluation for two special reasons. First, between 
1970 and 1975 when the fall in barriers was making an impai:t, 
the country's trade balance was being improved by strong agri-". 
cultural export prices and by CAP transfers. Second, inward 
capital and direct investment flows further strengthened the , 

-
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balance of payments during this period. The net effect of these 
two developments was to mask the adverse price-incentives 
facing indigenous industry (which because of its weakness was 
'~nable to avail of the investment incentive grants as measured 
bY. ~ond and. Guisinger). The effect on indigenous firms could 
readily be analysed in terms of the Dutch disease literature (but 
has not,been so analysed yet to my knowledge). The indigenous 
(declining) sector is crowded by the 'boom"sectors (CAP
supported 'agriculture and direct foreign investment). 

The EMS added another twist to this story. Taking the period 
since 1979, it has been associated with (a) a severe decline in 
Ireland's competitiveness of over 40 per cent relative to 
Germany, (b) an improvement in competitiveness relative to the 
UK, up to a peak in mid-1981, which has since been eroded, (c) 
fluctuating fortunes relative to the US dollar, with a return to 
the 1979 status quo ante in 1986 (Walsh, 1986). The net impact of 
these trends is hard to subsume under any single aggregate 
index. Clearly, the loss in competitiveness of such a huge magni-' 
tude relative to continental European markets has made it diffi
cult for indigenous entrepreneurs to break into these markets. 
Structural change in Britain and high Irish cost inflation have 
moderated the benefits that otherwise might have accrued as a 
result of the improvement in Ireland's labour costs position rela
tive to Britain's. Using a GDP deflator and trade weights, Bacon 
(1986) shows a severe decline in aggregate competitiveness since 
1979. It is inconceivable that changes of this order of magnitude, 
if sustained for any period of time, would not have a negative 
effect on the performance of formerly protected import-substitu
tion industries. 7 

The general conclusion must be that exchange rate 
devetopments were such as to leave the Irish pound overvalued 
rather than undervalued, relative to its major competitors and, 
for a country as needful of economic growth as Ireland, this was 
to say the least unfortunate. The pound's unwarranted appre
ciation, which occurred during 1986 as a result of the decline in 
sterling and which the August unilateral devaluation within the 
EMS was designed to correct, must also be viewed with concern. 
Overvaluation has inhibited the economy's capacity to gain the 
most from the process of integration. 

, 
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(iv) Direct investment 
A liberal approach to foreign direct investment is not an essen
tial prerequisite of outward-looking policies, but it has been a 
special feature of Ireland's development policy since the mid-
1950s. During the protectionist period, strenuous but not alto
gether successful efforts were made to keep out foreign investors. 
From a theoretical point of view, this poticy was the correct one 
at the time because it aimed to ensure that protectionist rents 
accrued to nationals rather than to non-nationals (Neary and 
Ruane, 1984). With outward-looking policies, a complete 
reversal of policy occurred: subsidies and grants were' p!lld to 
export-orientated foreign corporations. This was the most 
siflgular and successful aspect of Ireland's export-promotion 
strategy. 

However, the Industrial Development Authority faced com
petition for projects from industrial development organisatioI)s 
in other countries. In a sense it acted as a price-taker, i.e. failure 
to match other countries' incentives would result in loss of the 
project. A recent multi-country study- (whjch includes Irish 
experience in its coverage) showed that, for roughly two-thirds 
of the investment projects that were surveyed, attributes of the 
host country other than investment policies were responsible for 
the location decision, but that ,for the other one-third the 
location decision was made because of government policies 
(Guisinger el ai, 1985). If, however, a country refused to offer 
incentives, then the survey showed that it would suffer heavy 
project losses. This would be particularly true of a country of 
Ireland's size with no home market to offer as a bargaining 
counter. The survey strongly supports the view that incentives 
are an effective device to attract foreign investment. 

The influx offoreign investment was not costless. Yet without 
it I doubt if the convergence towards European stahpards would 
have been possible. On the other hand, it is equally certain that 
if the liberatisation process had not ground to a halt the Irish 
pound would have had to be devalued more severely in real 
terms. Foreign borrowing would also have been more difIicu,lt, 
given the emphasis that lenders put on a strong e"port. 
performance. ." 

Direct investment outflows are also an intrinsic feature of 



164 Administration Vol. 35, No.2 
, 

Ireland's outward-looking policies, but they still await a proper 
\ study. Most of Ireland's remaining large indigenous companies 
\., h~ve expanded their overseas activities in recent years. 

Waterford Glass, James Crean, Irish Ropes, McInerneys, 
de{Ilent Roadstone, Smurfits (and, in the services sector, Aer 
Lingus, .Allied Irish Banks) are well-known instances. It is 
possible. to argue that overseas investment by these firms 
strengthens the company as a whole and therefore makes the 
Irish operatil,ln more secure. What is good for the company is 
also good for the Irish economy. 

While not disagreeing with this general conclusion, the issues 
are not that simple. There is a possibility that the direct invest
ment outflow, representing Lexit' in Hirschman's terms, 
weakens the 'voice' of indigenous industry and allows policies to 
continue tha t ultimately are detrimental to the economy. To the 
extent that capital is mobile and its geographical spread diversi
fied, the common interest is weakened between labour and 
capital in the declining sectorl of the economy. If things go bad 
in Ireland, the firms survive by concentrating their entre
preneurial efforts on overseas locations. An overvalued pound, 
by making purchases of an overseas foothold less expensive, is 
not unwelcome in such a context. By contributing further to a 
weakening of Irish industry, the overvaluation makes overseas 
diversification all the more profitable in relative terms ex post 
facto. Similarly, the consequences of inflated labour costs, an ex
cessively expensive social welfare system and the deplorable 
condition of Irish public finances are sidestepped rather than 
confronted. This may explain why the Confederation of Irish 
Industry, for all its eloquence and trenchant critiques, has been 
unable to halt decisively the drift towards economic misman
agem~nt, which in so many ways has undermined the capacity 
of industry to reap the potential benefits of outward-looking 
policies. 

Towards closer European integration 
The economic themes running through the Single European 
Act debate are broadly the same as they have been in relation to 
the Irish government's past initiatives towards integration with 
the outside world. Market access, safeguards and transfers con
tinue to occupy centre stage. 
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The Confederation of Irish Industry's Newsletler of 22 May 
1986 welcomes the objective of market unification: 

Irish industry depends on exports for almost two-thirds of its 
industrial output. It is essential that all barriers to the free 
movement of goods between member states should be 
removed as quickly as possible. 

The government takes the same view. Economic prosperity de
pends on exports, and exports can flourish only in the context",f 
unambiguously open internal markets. Although there has been 
no published study of NTBs facing Irish companies that export 
to other member states, there is plenty of anecdotal evidence of 
their existence. Food and drink, health-care, pharmaceutical 
and electronics industries all have had their share of problems 
on this score. Even more insidious: prospective foreign investors, 
and the expansion of existing subsidiaries, have been deterred 
by implicit threats that access will be difficult if these companies 
establish in Ireland rather than in the country to which it is 
intended to make most sales. All grist to the market-access mill! 
Market access will be further assisted by a reduction in trade 
administrative costs, envisaged in the market unification 
measures. Although I believe that the Commission's estimate of 
a £I billion gain for Ireland as a result of these economies is 
wildly optimistic, a figure of even £100m. a year, which would 
be closer to the mark, still represents a substantial gain 
(McAleese, 1986b). 

Although concern has been expressed over the effect of 
liberalisation on certain parts of Ireland's financial sector, there 
has been no advertence to any damage which greater exposure 
to competition might cause to domestic industry. Th'is contrasts 
with the situation before the signing of the Treaty of ACGession. 
Perhaps the reason is that the vulnerable'sectors constitute a 
smaller proportion of Irish industry than was the case in 'the 
early 1970s. Moreover, unlike other countries, Ireland has no! 
had much recourse to the type of NTBs that the SEA is designed 
to negate. The result has been that the safeguard theme has been 
much less to the fore than was previously the case. However, it 
may be significant that in relation to fiscal approximation and 
tax incentives for industry, where Irish interests are likely to be 

" 
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closely aflected, decisions are to be taken by unanimous rather 
" than by qualified majority voting. The government has also 

been at pains to reaffirm the continued existence of the veto in 
, matters where vital national interests are involved (White 
'. ,Paper, The Single European Act, 1986). 

. Resource transfers are given a high priority in the SEA. The 
Irish government doubtless pushed hard to secure this outcome. 
Given the prospective erosion of CAP price support, it is clear 
that something substantial will have to be put in its place. 
Article 130A of the Act promises that: 

the Community shall develop and pursue its actions leading 
to the strengthening of economic and social cohesion. In 
particular the Community shall aim at reducing disparities 
between the various regions and the backwardness of the 
least-favoured regions. 

It will be crucial for Irelan1, having played a prominent part in 
the framing of parts of the cohesion section of the SEA, to have a 
clear idea of what precise measures it considers necessary to 
secure this higher level of economic and social cohesion. At all 
costs, the government must avoid accepting 'aid' in the form of 
interest-subsidised loans for unprofitable capital-intensive ven
tures, or for the maintenance of levels of social services that are 
beyond the country's capacity to sustain. What is needed are 
carefully vetted programmes designed to help us overcome 
developmental constraints: targetted aid to help indigenous 
industry {'enterprise-friendly' activities), to improve the skills of 
our workforce, to encourage interaction between continental 
and Irish firms, and to reduce the costs of communication within 
II1'Iland and between Ireland and other member states. 

Experience should warn us against placing too much nope on 
transfers from Brussels as a way out of our difficulties. We have 
already seen that these are unlikely to be forthcoming. Any 
transfers which do come Ireland's way will be based on the prin
ciple of mutual interest. Adam Smith's approach will be rele
vant to Irish negotiators: 

Man has almost constant occasion for the help of his brethren, 
and it is in vain for him to expect it from their benevolence 
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only. He will be more likely to prevail ifhe can interest their 
self-love in his favour and show them that it is for their own 
advantage to do for him what he requires of them. (Wealth of 
Nations, 1776) 

Almost every serious review of Ireland's experience of 
Community membership has stressed the importance of domestic 
policy - not transfers, not tinkering with the details of external 
commodity and factors flows - in determining the extent to 
which the full potential of membership can be realised. • 

It would be wrong to blind ourselves to the ultimate conse
quences of the SEA. The Act's intention is to pave the way for 
closer union within the Community. This implies further 
erosion of the Irish government's autonomy in fiscal, monetary 
and trade policy. On the basis of the government's performance 
in economic affairs during the past decade, some might say that 
this erosion is no bad thing. But such a conclusion would be 
facile. The institutions of the European Community will be per
fectly capable of making a mess of things too! The key to the 
resolution of this difficulty is to build greater economic strength 
in Ireland so that the strain of adhering to the guidelines for co
ordinated behaviour in an integrated Europe can be successfully 
withstood. 

Conclusion 
As has often been said, economic integration with the outside 
world is a means of escape for a small country, escape from the 
limitations of small size and small horizons. This article has tried 
to show how Ireland at first tentatively and then with increasing 
confidence changed from protectionist, import-substitution 
policies to outward-looking policies. Throughout the .thirty-five 
year transition, the same themes have been debated: the desir
ability of greater market access, the need for transitional safe
guards for weak sectors and the possibilities of resource transfers. 

In retrospect, the really key factor has been market access. 
Without that, we would have an impoverished agriculture and a ' 
small-scale low productivity industry. Safeguard clauses were ' 
rarely sufficient to ensure a genuine adjustment from import 
substitution to export orientation. However, they helped to 
delay the process of attrition and provided a useful breathing 
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space. Resource transfers have also been useful, but not as useful 
as was hoped, mostly because they have been used to postpone 
necessary adjustment (in farm structures and in government fin
ances), rather than to promote structural change. 

' ....... The European Community is now launching forward on 
further market integration. Obstacles to factor movements are 
no,,",yery much on the agenda. Sooner or later, therefore, Irish 
exchange controls will have to be eliminated. Attitudes to the 
mobility'of labour will also have to change, and the new genera
tion of EuJ'opeans will be better travelled and more educated 
than their predecessors. In such a highly interdependent 
economy, the Irish will have to be more conscious than they 
have been of the need to tailor Ireland's costs environment to 
European staridards of competitiveness. 

The year of the ratification of the Single European Act will be 
seen as one oflow confidence and general pessimism in Ireland. 
Echoes of the 1957 memorandum cited earlier in this paper! The 
fall in manufacturing employment in the 1980s has been, in 
percentage terms, not that different from the rise in manu
facturing employment during the 1930s. Superficially this 
might appear an indictment of outward-looking policies. But, as 
this lecture has argued, it is no such thing. Rather it reflects the 
fact that, without appropriate supporting policies, even the best 
designed external commercial policies will not secure economic 
advancement. It is reassuring to note, in the debate about the 
Single European Act, the welcome absence of any tendency to 
blame others for our own deficiencies in that regard. 

Notes to article 
World Bank (1986), p. 33. 
Maher refers to the 'neutral 
attitude' adopted by Ireland in 
the free trade negotlations up to 
1958, 'indicative of Lhe uncer
tainty fell by the Governmem as 
to where the balance of advantage 
might lie' (p. 69). 
Sheehy (1982-83) argues per
suasively that Irish rann incomes 
would be reduced far less by a 
quota system than by either price 
reductions or across-the-board co-

responsibility levies. See also 
O'Connor, Guiomard and 
Devereux (1983). 

• Sheehy (1985), p. 93. 
S Commission of the European 

Communities, Annual Economic 
RtpOrl J 986-87. BruSS(:ls, October 
1986 (mimeo). It is fair to note 
that comparison based on GNP 
would be less favourable since the 
latter takes account of the large 
outflow of interest and dividend 
payments abroad in the 1980s. 
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, World Bank (1986), p. 23. Later 
estimates suggest that the cover
age ratio may be even higher than 
this. The estimates of NTBs of 
Nogues et at show a Community 
coverage ratio of 22.3 per cent in 
1983. 

7 It is paradoxical that employment 
in British-owned subsidiaries -
the country against which Ire
land, along with all other 
countries, experienced a dramatic 
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Irish Foreign Policy: Context and Concerns 

pADRAIC MacKERNAN 

Ptidraic MacKeman is Ambassador of Ireland 10 Ihe Uniled Siaies. This 
paper is all ediled version of an address he gave 10 a cOIiference of lhe 

"4mericall Commillee for Irish Siudies, held al Howard Communi(y 
Col\~ge, Columbia, Maryland, 31 Oclober-1 November 1986. 

I have ci;lOsen context and concerns as the theme of this address 
on Irish foreign policy in order to do three things. First, to de
scribe the context or setting in which Irish foreign policy is 
formulated and conducted; secondly, to identify the principal 
concerns or major issues that preoccupy Irish governments; and 
thirdly to discuss the interaction between context and concerns, 
the interplay between the setting of foreign policy and the strat
egies that governments have adopted to protect and advance 
national interests. It may be useful at the outset to make a few 
remarks by way of defini(ion. 

I am using the word context in a dual sense so as to embrace 
both the set of domestic circumstances, historical and present
day, as well as the international setting to which our national 
policies have to relate and respond. By concerns I mean that basic 
set of interests around which policy is constructed. Obviously, to 
some extent the context dictates the concerns - one's way of 
looking at the world is of course influenced by the landscape one 
inhabits. But we are not merely figures in a landscape. Although 
the international and domestic setting has certain permanent 
features, it is also subject to constant change and development. 
Ireland, like other countries, has certain permanent concerns 
and abiding interests, but it is also true that new concerns arise 
aftd new issues may impose themselves that require fresh options 
and choices. 

While I have used the words concerns and interests inter
changeably, this is not to imply that Irish foreign policy is ei ther 
narrowly egoistic or exclusively insular. On the contrary. The 
interplay between concerns and context and the protection and 
promotion of national interest requirc the definition of prin
ciples and the identification' of objectives that serve to give 
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coherence to the conduct ofirish policy - in effect the develop
ment of a basic political approach which is consistent with and 
responsive to enduring Irish interests and alms, and an inter· 
national setting that is subject to incessant change and diplo
matic frameworks that are constantly in evolution. 

Against this background I should like to speak first about the 
context and setting of Irish foreign policy before moving on to 
our major concerns and the strategies we have adopted to meet 
them. 

In describing the context of Irish foreign policy - indeed the 
foreign policy of almost any country - the obvious starting 
point is to look at permanent features of our predicament, geo
graphy and history. Geography certainly influences our destiny, 
but does not wholly determine it and while we are undoubtedly 
heirs to our history, we are not inevitably its victims. 

Ireland is inescapably part of western Europe. But interposed 
between us and the continental land mass is that larger island 
that has so dominated and influenced our history. The long rela
tionship with Britain and its consequences for Ireland's foreign 
policy is something to which I shall return. 

Let us look at some of the other circumstances of our geo
graphy: our location faces us west towards America as well as 
east towards Europe. It places us at a comfortable distance from 
the historical cockpit of tension in Central Europe, and at some 
remove from the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. Our size in 
area and population not alone has political consequences but 
makes it almost inevitable that we have that open economy and 
dependency on international trade that characterises most small 
countries. Our climate endows us with some natural agri
cultural advantages, and the struggle to ensure that we can con
tinue to capitalise on these advantages is one of the major 
features of our European Community policy today . . 

And of course there is our history, that long saga of repression 
and rebellion which, for good or ill, is engraved on our coll~ct~ve 
memory and continues to condition our collective reflexes. The. 
sense of identity fractured by invasion, the intense self>, 
consciousness engendered by oppression or its memory, the new 
self-image that emerged to accompany our claims to nationhood 
- all these have left their legacy. 

But what of the foreign policy dimension? The exercise of 
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foreign policy is of course' a function of sovereign governments, 
and over a period of hundreds of years no Irish government was 
permitted that policy function. But among the Irish people there . 
was a continuing, and at times acute awareness of a foreign 
dimension to their plight; France, Spain, and later the United 

'States and other countries became repositories of our hope, 
des~~lnations of our exile and sources of our succour. The propen
sity to look across the waters and to measure the friendship of 
other cquntries in terms of their willingness to help us regain our 
national" sovereignty became well established. 

That tangled BOO-year history - 'the dream's distortion and 
the land's division' - has profoundly influenced the way we 
look at the world. The intensity of feeling on the national issue 
and the continuing empathy with colonised countries are 
matters to which I shall return, but I would like to make one 
general point here. The capacity to formulate and implement 
foreign policy, as I have said, is a distinguishing feature and 
indeed an essential ingredient of sovereignty. The longdepriva
tion of that right has taught us consciously to value it. For in a 
real sense the ability of an independent Irish government to con
duct a foreign as well as a domestic policy enables us, to borrow a 
famous phrase, to become the subjects, not merely the objects, of 
our history. Consequently, perhaps to a more marked degree 
than in many countries of our size who share our limited 
capacity to influence international affairs, the foreign policy 
function has been treated with great seriousness by successive 
Irish governments since the foundation of the state, conscious of 
the privilege and responsibility entailed by the exercise of sover
eignty and concerned that our impact on international affairs, 
even if modest, should be as constructive as possible . 
.. Before embarking on a more detailed discussion of the inter

national situation and the setting to which Irish foreign policy 
must respond and in which it must operate, it seems useful to 
outline briefly some of the basic concerns of our policy, which 
flow from or reflect the geographical and historical context that 
I have described. 

First, Ireland, like other small countries, has a limited 
capacity by itself to shape and influence its external environ
ment. In consequence, we have a fundamental concern that the 
rule of law and not the law of force should prevail in the world. 
We therefore have a basic interest in the protection that interna-
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tionallaw and strong international institutions afford or at least 
ought to afford small countries. Ireland, therefore, for reasons of 
national interest, as well as from a wider concern for orderly and 
peaceful international relations, strongly supports by word and 
deed, the United Nations and its institutions in its peacemaking 
and peacekeeping fun ctions. 

Second, Ireland has an abiding interest in stable and predict
able relations between the great powers and especially between 
the superpowers. Hence our constant and consistent emphasis 
on the dangers of the arms race in general and the prolife~ation 
of nuclear arms in particular. 

Third, Ireland has a sense of solidarity and sympathy with 
fonner colonial countries and peoples. Hence our concern to 
advance the process of self-determination and independence for 
the remaining non-self-governing territories and our concern 
that countries should be free to determine their own destiny 
without outside intervention and in the economic sphere, our 
sympathy with the aims of a more equitable international 
economic order. 

These of course are general concerns; nor are they uniquely 
Irish . However I feel it is useful to state them at the outset, before 
discussing their modulation and application in relat ion to some 
specifi c foreign policy issues. In turning to a d iscussion of these, I 
propose to speak briefl y about the general international situa
tion before dealing with Ireland's activities in the European 
Community and in European Political Cooperation (EPC) and 
finally addressing two sets of important bilateral relationships 
- Anglo-Irish relations and Irish-US relations. 

I think most commentators would agree that the interna
tional situation has deteriorated obviously and sharply over the 
past decade or so. The detente of the 1960s and earl y' 1970s, which 
apparently had placed East-West relations generally, and 
US-Soviet relations in particular, on a stable and predictable 
course, was replaced by new and growing tensions, ins,ability 
and uncertainty. A new and potentially dangerous round in the 
arms race has shifted the emphasis in the 'adversarial partrt€r
ship' - the term Henry Kissinger used to describe the combina>. 
tion of competition and cooperation that characterises the 
Soviet-American relationship - on to the adversarial and com- \ 
petitive component of the relationship. 

The outcome of the Reagan-Gorbachev meeting at 
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Reykjavik and its aftermatH provide the most topical and 
troubling evidence of continued ambiguity in the relationship as 
well as its significance for the rest of the world - particularly the 

. ,developed countries of Europe and Asia We tend to view the 
~ncounter at Rey~avik, as indeed do the two protagonists, as 
havi\1g produced an important breakthrough in identifying and 
agreeing on the major elements of a substantive and concrete 
arms control agreement. However, time and the work of the 
negotiators· .at Geneva will tell whether it will be possible to 
resolve the issu.e that was at the heart of the disagreement in the 
final stage of the meeting in Iceland: the relationship between 
offensive and defensive systems, the future of the Anti-Ballistic 
Missile Treaty and the nature and scope of the research, 
development and testing of anti-ballistic missile systems which 
are compatible with and permitted by that treaty. 

In addition to and partially related to the deteriorating rela
tionship between the superpowers, there has been an exacerba-' 
tion of regional tension in a number of sensitive areas: the 
Middle East, Central America and South Africa are obvious 
examples. The persistence of these regional problems, many of 
them long-term and apparently intractable, has bred not just 
frustration, but a growing fear that it will prove impossible to 
contain them within their regions. The nuclear proliferation 
which has seen a number of new members join the nuclear 
'club', and the spread of random terrorism, which has implic
ated European and America~ citizens in internal feuds in the 
Middle East arid elsewhere, have contributed to a general sense 
of vulnerability and a more acute awareness than heretofore 
that regional conflicts carry the capacity to trigger conflict on a 
much wider scale. 

The international economic situation is hardly less com
plicated or less troubling than the international political scene. 
Indeed it is beset by similar ambiguities, though for different 
reasons. The recovery in the world economy over the past few 
years has slowed considerably and some commentators suggest 
that it might even have come to a halt but for the collapse in oil 
prices during 1986. While low energy costs should ensure con
tinued modest growth in the Western industrial economies and 
relieve some of the pressure on the non-oil producing developing 
countries, a number of fundamental problems in the world 
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economy - and I will instance just a few - show no sign of an 
early resolution. 

The recovery in the US economy which led the world out of 
the recession of the late 1970s was fmanced by a deficit of record 
proportions, which many economists view as a time· bomb 
whose future consequences could be devastating. The 
developing countries remain burdened with enormous debts 
and, with commodity prices generally low, many of these 
countries are likely to continue to have to choose between 
repeated refinancing or reneging on their debts. For. most 
Western countries, unemployment - with its social, human 
and economic costs - appears to have become a structural 
rather than a cyclical phenomenon. Currency fluctuations, 
unstable interest rates, pressures for protectionism - all have 
contributed to a sense of unease about the underlying health of 
the global economy. 

None of these problems is passing us by in Ireland. Our curent 
high deficits, high interest rates and high unemployment figures 
all reflect international as well as domestic circumstances. We 
are caught up not just in international economic developments 
but also, like other countries, in the interplay between economic 
and political circumstances, as when terrorism brought about a 
major drop in US tourism in the summer of 1986. Since we 

' experience our problems as ~embers of the international 
economic community, it makes sense for us also to seek to con
front those problems as a member of an economic grouping - in 
our case the European Community. 

Ireland's accession to the European Community in 1973 was 
probably the most important and far-reaching development in 
our foreign policy since independence. Moreover, it was a 
foreign policy decision taken not by the executiv~ alone nor by 
the legislature, but by the electorate of the state,"", a whole, 
following a comprehensive public debate in a referendum, the 
result of which was an overwhelming 83 per ce!'t v,ote for 
Community membership. ' '. 

The decision to join the Community is a good illustration of 
the extent to which the interplay between concern and context,. 
and the dynamic aspect of bot.h, presented Ireland with an op' 
tion and required a choice. By the mid-1960s it was evident that 
the future growth and prosperity of the Irish economy· and the 
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welfare of an increasing population could not be sustained 
, wi~hin the confines of the small Irish market, nor indeed solely 
'" by means of the .expansion of that market through the free trade 

'~eement concluded with Britain in 1965. Indeed the economic 
rel~ionship with Britain operated as a constraint on the growth 
and 'Isle\(elopment of Irish agriculture as a result of Britain's 
cheap ~od policies and the subsidisation of British domestic 
agriculture, which combined to depress the prices ofIrish agri
cultural exports. A crucial consideration also was the fact that 
Britain itself Was an applicant for EC membership at the same 
time, as were Denmark and Norway. 

Although the attractions of Community membership 
bringing with it higher guaranteed prices for Irish agricultural 
exports were evident enough, it also had disadvantages; for 
example, the impact on ageing and uncompetitive domestic 
industries that had survived behind tariff barriers, and the rapid 
rise in consumer prices that a dearer food policy would oecas
sion. Nonetheless, for a country with a large agricultural sector 
and a small open economy whose GNP was radica lly dependent 
on exports, the balance of advantage seemed clear. The 
electorate voted accordingly. 

The influence of membership has been pervasive, fundament
ally affecting our commercial, agricultural, economic and social 
policies. Ireland's membership of the EC has involved a range of 
domestic Departments, at ministerial and official level, in the 
decision-making process at Brussels. At the same time member
ship has involved the Department of Foreign AlTairs in the day
to-day operations of domestic departments to an unprecedented 
extent. Moreover, as the scope of what constitutes foreign policy 
has broadened, and the range of players has grown correspond
ingly, &he task of giving coherence and direction to the foreign 
policy process is increasingly challenging. 

I would summarise our economic concerns within the 
Community as attempting to achieve the maximum benefits for 
Ireland, while at the same time acknowledging that our overall 
and longer term economic well-being is dependent on the stab
ility and prosperity of the Community as a whole. Thus, for 
example, while all Irish governments will seek to ensure that the 
Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) provides the necessary 
underpinning to the Irish farm economy, we cannot afford to 
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ignore the CAP-induced strains on the Community budget, the 
resentment of many Community consumers and the hostility of 
third countries to what they view as an expensive and unwieldy 
Common Agricultural Policy. Equally, in commercial policy, 
there are times when our national interest may indicate a parti
cular posture, but our position has to be modified by reference to 
the commercial interests of our partners. 

That said, however, the fundamental political reality is that 
no country becomes or remains a member of an international 
organisation unless the perception is that, on balance, member
ship serves the national interest. We need make no apology, 
therefore, for identifying a basic set of interests that will continue 
to dictate Ireland's policies within the Community. For the fore
seeable future, it will continue to be in Ireland's interest that the 
Community has effective, well-funded and coherent agri
cultural, social and regional policies. We shall continue to seek 
policies whose overall effect is to redistribute Community 
resources so that the gap is narrowed or closed between the 
living standards of those countries on the perimeter of Europe 
and those in the golden heartland. In short, we shall seek to 
ensure that the organisation becomes a community in practice 
as well as in name. 

European Political Cooperation (EPC) is the process whereby 
the twelve member states of the Community consult each other 
regularly and systematically at both political andofficiallevels 
on a range of foreign policy issues, with a view to arriving where 
possible and desirable at common positions and concerted 
action. EPC is a topic that I feel more at ease in discussing than 
the complex and at times arcane workings of the economic side 
of the European Community, since before coming to the United 
States I had spent the previous twelve years in the Political 
Division of the Department of Foreign Affairs deal·ing with 
European Political Cooperation. I was thus.able.to follow and to 
some extent to participate in the progressive development ,!nd 
expansion of the EPC process. This, I trust, enables me to" offer 
some insights on the role and function of European .PoliticaL 
Cooperation, on the' nature and scope of its evolution and on the ", 
implications of this for the content and conduct orrrish foreign 
~~. , 

Before discussing some specific issues I would like to make a 

• 



• 

180 Administration Vol. 35, No.2 

general observation about Ireland's involvement in EPC. Part
icipation in EPC, from the outset, was a corollary of our entry 
into the European Community, although the nature and extent 

, of the obligations entailed were different in kind and in degree. 
" ,Membership of the Community, of course, required adherence 

to the Treaty of Rome and the reflection of that adherence in 
domestic legislation. However, participation in EPC, and 
agreement to consult and to try to achieve common positions 
where possible on a range of political subjects, derived from a 
political 'c-ommitment, as distinct from a legal obligation. 
Certain issues, notably internal affairs and strategic and 
military security questions proper to an alliance, were and 
remain outside the scope of EPG. This latter limitation is an 
important point to which I shall return when I come to deal with 
recent developments in the Community and EPC frameworks 
which, inter alia, have formalised the obligation to consult in 
political cooperation and have defined more systematically its 
scope and content. " 

A further general observation seems appropriate here. While 
the distinctions I have been outlining as between the obligation 
entailed by Community membership and participation in 
EPC, and as regards the scope and limitation of the latter, it 
would be wrong to suggest that the economic and political pro
cess can be rigidly and wholly separated. The European 
Community was conceived as a political, as well as an econo
mic, grouping. Member states are not free, much as they 
'might wish it, to dine a la carte, participating fully in and 
drawing benefit from the economic process in terms of national 
economic self-interest while treating the political process with 
suspicion as involving a diminution of national sovereignty. Put 
simply, Ireland and the other member states have bought into a 
package, 

Moreover, because of the interaction between the economic 
and political components of Community membership and EPC, 
the credibility of a country's contribution in each framework is 
interlinked, Thus, if the Irish contribution to foreign policy con
sultation and cooperation among the Twelve is a credible and 
substantive one, this can enhance our credibility when we 
advance specific solutions or advocate particular policies with 
regard to economic, social or regional issues arising in the 

" 
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Community framework. It is logical to suggest that the reverse 
would also apply. Thus, if Ireland were to shy away from 
making a credible and substantive contribution to the decision
making process in the economic area, OUf views would be less 
likely to command respect in either area. In any event, it seems 
self-evident that Ireland has an interest in maximising its credib
ility, in the Community framework, in EPC and in every aspect 
of its international relations. Beyond these general observations 
I would like to focus on three specific Irish concerns, which 
govern our approach within the European Communit¥ and 
EPC. 

First, I have already referred to Ireland's basic interest in 
seeing the rule of law prevail in international relations. Con
sequently, within the European Community it is a basic concern 
for Ireland and for the other small member states that the terms 
of the Treaty of Rome are scrupulously observed and, in the case 
of European Political Cooperation, that the basic rules - of 
consensus and full consultation among the Twelve - are 
followed. Naturally, we also believe that this concern is in the 
interest of all the member states and is crucial to the consolida
tion of that mutual trust on which the future development of 
political cooperation depends. 

Second, given the extent of the i11lpact of Community 
membership on the Irish economy and the importance of 
membership for the economic and social development of the 
country on the one hand, and Ireland's acceptance of and the 
commitment to the goal of European Union on the other, 
Ireland attaches great importance to the link between develop
ments in the Treaty framework proper and the intergovern
mental framework of European Political Cooperation. For 
Ireland, the development of political cooperation f{lust be firmly 
based on the growth and development of a coln.munity of 
interests between the Twelve in the economic area. 

Third, an important concern (and ,a policy imperative 
specific to Ireland and one which predates our accession io..the 
Community and involvement in EPC) is our situation ~'a 
neutral non-member of the NATO alliance to which all the' 
other member states belong. I shall return to this issue. 

I have emphasised these specific concerns at this point 
because each (taken separately and together) has an important 

I 
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bearing on how Ireland vie~s and approaches development 
within the Community and in European Political Cooperation. 

In terms of my theme of context and concerns, the most visible 
. and immediate impact of our involvement in EPC was an 

idc,rease in the scope and content of the foreign policy issues with 
which the Minister and officials of the Department of Foreign 
Affairs'l)ad to deal. European Political Cooperation entails con
sultations and discussions, frequently in great detail and at 
considerable. length, on the range of issues which the member 
states of the Community encounter on the international agenda. 
As a result, each member state is no longer in a position to 
confine its diplomatic activity to issues impinging on its own 
immediate interests, or to pick and choose, in accordance with 
its own priorities, the questions on which it wishes to be active or 
for which it feels a particular affinity. To enable Ireland to 
participate effectively in, or to chair during its periodic presid
ency of the Council of Ministers, the discussion of such widely 
different issues as the Conference on Security and Cooperation' 
in Europe (CSCE), or the Conference on Disarmament in 
Europe which recently concluded at Stockholm, the 
Arab-Israeli conflict, the Contadora process in Central 
America, or the situation in Southern Africa, our diplomatic 
structure needed to be and was expanded and adapted. 

By and large the Irish experience in EPC, in my view, has 
been very positive. Irish foreign policy now concerns itself with a 
greater range and depth of issues systematically and regularly 
within a con text where its own approach and views are com
bined with and help to shape the response of the Community as 
a whole and the Twelve. The result has been an increase and 
extension of our ability to exercise influence on the international 
stage,tlSince it seems to me self-evident that small countries are 
able to exercise a greater influence when they act in 
combination with othes rather than alone. 

This is perhaps an appropriate point at which to reflect briefly 
on that much debated and sensitive question ofIrish neutrality. 
Unfortunately, the debate, and the volatile political climate 
domestically and internationally in which it has taken place in 
recent times, have generated more heat than light. Ireland 
follows a policy of military neutrality - it is not a member of a 
military alliance - and successive governments have com~ 
mitted themselves to maintaining that position. 
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Let us consider a few salient facts, the first of which is that all 
states in peacetime, strictly speaking, are neutral. Some states in 
peacetime with a view to neutrality in time of war adopt a policy 
of not belonging to alliances, which (depending on the terms of 
the treaty of alliance) may commit them to co-belligerency with 
their allies in the event of war. Ireland, like Sweden, for 
example, has adopted a policy of not belonging to military alli
ances precisely so as to be in a position to opt for neutrality in the 
event of war. BUI Ireland, unlike Sweden, is a member of the 
European Community and a participant in EPC and is como 
mitted to the goal of European Union. Does that make a differ
ence? 

The answer is 'no' and 'yes'. 'No' simply because the Euro
pean Community is not an alliance. Neither the Treaties of 
Rome nor the Single European Act (which was recently 
adopted with the aim of drawing together and giving coherence 
to the Community and political cooperation frameworks) 
contains any obligations that vitiate or foreclose Ireland's exer
cising the option of neutrality in time of war. Nonetheless, 
membership of the Community does differentiate Ireland's posi
tion from say that of Sweden in that conceivably the European 
Community might some day seek to develop a defence dimen
sion as a consequence, say, of the aqhievement of European 
Union or because NATO was deemed by its members to be 
inadequate and unequal to the task of Western defence. But 
either eventuality, it seems to me, is remote. Indeed, all the evid
ence is to the contrary. The entire post-war experience, the 
failure in the 1950s of attempts to develop a European Defence 
Community, and the current efforts to revivify the Western 
European Union (WEU) - an organisation that became more 
or less dormant with the development of the Atlantic Alliance 
and which in law and in fact is linked with NATO - iltu.strate 
the constraints and obstacles to the development of a separate 
European defence organisation. ", 

It is of course true that the European members of NATO feci '. 
the need from time to time to address specifically European ., 
security concerns, especially at moments when changes in 
strategic doctrine or periodic adjustments in relations between 
the superpowers give them cause for concern: for example, 
during the transition from the doctrine of massive retaliation· to 
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flexible response in the Kennedy-McNamara years, or in other 
circumstances when the implications of a readjustment in 
strategic relationships between the superpowers are unclear. 

, Indeed the current effort to revive the WE U is explained in large 
", measure by the perceived need to address European security 

. concerns in a body distinct from but operationally linked to 
NATO. There are compelling reasons why the Western security 
alliance will remain a transatlantic one. The strategic equation 
in Europe, the evident value placed by NATO members on alli
ance cohesion and solidarity, and their concern about the 
danger of decoupling the US from the defence of Europe, all 
combine to make the prospect of the European Community 
transforming itself into a military alliance both unnecessary and 
highly unlikely. 

Thus, as far as the consideration of security issues is con~ 
cerned, European Political Cooperation remains confined to 
their political and economic aspects - providing a forum for 
consultation between the :rwelve and the concertation of diplo
matic action, as at the recently concluded Conference on Dis
armament in Europe or the review meeting of the Conference on 
Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE) in Vienna which 
began on 4 November 1986. Nonetheless, as I have stressed, 
EPC is a dynamic process and no one can predict with absolute 
certainty the manner in which that process will evolve over the 
coming decades. Of one aspect, however, we can be certain: that 
EPC will not evolve by stealth or in secret. Change in the process 
will come about only if it is accepted by all member states acting 
on the basis of consensus; and thus only with the approval and 
agreement of the Irish government of the day. Indeed the debate 
in Ireland on ratification of the Single European Act illustrated 

. tl\at the process by which EPC evolves is a transparent one and 
ample opportunity was provided for full political debate on the 
issues involved. Unfortunately, no matter how often or how 
compellingly that transparency is demonstrated, it seems that 
we shall never be free of suggestions - often by people who 
know or ought to know better - that Ireland is in imminent 
danger of being smuggled, unbeknownst to itself, into an alli
ance by power-crazed mandarins or opportunistic politicians! 

As I suggested at the beginning of this address, our relation
ship with Britain is unique and deserves separate comment in 
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any consideration of Irish foreign policy. The Anglo-Irish rela
tionship has dominated 800 years ofIrishhistory, and the polit
ical and psychological legacy of that history endures, most 
tragically in Northern Ireland. The troubled situation there is 
bound to remain, for the foreseeable future, the first item on the 
political agenda of any Irish government. The Northern Ireland 
situation of course is not properly classifiable as a foreign policy 
issue, especially in view of the statement in Article 2 of the Irish 
Constitution that 'the national territory consists of the whole 
island of Ireland, its islands and the territorial seas'. In i~ 
essence, however, the problem involves the two sets of relation
ships between Ireland, North and South, and Britain. 

The Anglo-Irish Agreement, signed at Hillsborough in 
November 1985, will be the subject of a separate lecture at this 
conference and I shall therefore not dwell on it in detail. I would 
simple make the point that the negotiation of the Agreement 
provides an illustration of the operation of the standard tech
niques of diplomacy and political lobbying in London, between 
Dublin and London, and in the wider international context, in 
order to convince the British government of the need for and 
feasibility of a new, far-reaching and creative initiative in 
Northern Ireland. If the Agreement proves successful in the 
longer term, it may perhaps be hoped that the approach to 
conflict resolution that it embodies will lind some application in 
other situations of inter-community strife. 

Our futUl:e relationship with Britain undoubtedly will con
tinue to be determined largely by the approach adopted in 
Britain to the Northern Ireland problem and by the extent to 
which the common ground on the issues between the 
approaches of the British and Irish governments can be built on. 
The joint concern of both governments will be to ensu,,; that this 
ground is not ceded in the face ofloyalist or IRA extremism. We 
are reassured that to date this has not happened. . 

The Northern Ireland issue will also continue to be afactor,in 
our relationships with other countries. Since the outbreak of the . 
troubles in 1969, successive Irish governments have felt that the 
airing of the Northern Ireland problem on the international 
stage, and the informing of world opinion about developments 
there, can have only a beneficial effect. Consequently, for the 
past eighteen years every Irish foreign minister who has 
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addressed the United Nations General Assembly has informed 
that body in some detail about developments in Northern 

. ·Ireland. This same desire to involve the international com
, munity in a constructive way is evidenced in Article lO(a) of the 
", Anglo-Irish 'Agreement, which provides for the setting up of an 

'International Fund for Ireland. In view of our satisfaction at the 
All)crican decision to contribule generously to that Fund, it is 
perhaps an appropriate moment to comment on the Irish- US 
rclatiohship. 
. It is not simply because I am Ireland's Ambassador to the 
United States or because I am addressing the American Com
mittee for Irish Studies that I devote some separate remarks to 
Ireland's relationship with the United States. All countries pay 
close attention to their relations with the superpowers. The rela
tionship between the superpowers themselves is the major 
determinant of the international climate; the actions of the 
superpowers have global consequences; their weapons have 
global reach. It is mere prudence, therefore for other countries 
to ensure that they have good channels of communication to the 
US and the Soviet Union and to ensure that their general rela
tionship with both countries is such that their views when con
veyed are listened to in Washington and Moscow. 

Ireland holds annual political consultations at official level 
with both the United States and the Soviet Union. These pro
vide an opportunity for in-depth discussion of a range of polit
ical issues. These contacts are reinforced by regular inter
changes in a variety of international fora and by the regular 
consultations between embassies which are a normal part of the 
diplomatic function. 

But any analysis that suggested an equivalency or 
~uidistance in Ireland's relationship with both superpowers 
would be misleading, It would fail to take account of the fact 
that Ireland is a Western democracy, sharing the values of other 
Western democracies. One must also take account of the special 
ties of kinship and friendship that bind Ireland and the United 
States. The brains and brawn of millions of Irish men and 
women went into the building of the United States. Inspiration 
and support, both psychological and material, found their way 
back across the Atlantic. A solid and enduring friendship is built 
on that history and is nourished by continuing mutual goodwill 
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and the continuing support we receive from the United States in 
our efforts to address the problems of Northern Ireland. 

It would not be right to pretend that the Irish- US relation
ship is completely without complication. In the process of 
obtaining, and maturing in, our independence, our relationship 
with the US has evolved. Although our peoples believe in each 
other and hold each other in great regard, it was never a blind 
faith nor an unconditional affection. James Connolly's essay, 
'Facets of American Liberty' (which he wrote under the pen
name 'Spailpin' in The Harp of December 1908) makes ~nter
esting, even topical, reading. Here, for example, are his com
ments on the Statue of Liberty: 

The Liberty we have in Bartholdi's statue is truly typical of 
liberty in this age and country. . 

It is placed upon a pedestal out of the reach of the multi
tudes; it can only be approached by those who have enough 
money to pay the expense; it has a lamp to enlighten the 
world, but the lamp is never lit; and it smiles upon us as we 
approach America, but when we are once in the country we 
never see anything but its back. 

The questioning of American attitudes in Ireland today largely 
focusses on US foreign policy. While there is a basic sympathy 
with the values that inspire this foreign policy - the belief in 
individual freedom and national self-determination - this does 
not imply an unquestioning or universal acceptance of the 
policy instruments used by the United States in seeking to 
ensure that those values prevail. In particular, US policies 
towards the Soviet Union and Central America are closely, and 
at times critically, questioned. On the American side, no doubt 
there is at times a sense of frustration that its polkies are not 
more readily understood in Ireland and also.at times perhaps a 
sense of disappointment that there is not a higher coincidence in 
Irish and US voting patterns in international organisations. 

As in any relationship between sovereign states, the Irish-~ 
relationship is bound to carry its share 'of differences, but they'_ 
are correctly characterised as differences between friends. The 
soundness of the basic relationship is not in doubt. We have wit
nessed in recent months another vivid gesture of US friendship 
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for Ireland with the allocati6n of a S50m. contribu tion to the 
International Fund in 1986 and an authorisation for a further 
S70m. over the following two years . 

. . ' Ireland's foreign policy in its entirety does not readily lend 
it~elfto summary under a few neat headings. Obviously, specific 
respans!" to particular situations will always be required, and 
indeed will form the bulk of the day-to-day task of any Minister 
or.the Department of Foreign Affairs. It will be clear from what I 
have said, llpwever, that there are certain recurring themes that 
give a coherence to overall policy. They are encapsulated in 
Article 29(1) of the Irish Constitution: 'Ireland affirms its devo
tion to the ideal of peace and friendly co-operation amongst na
tions founded on international justice and morality.' 

The most basic concerns for any government relate to the 
economic well-being and physical security of its people. Most 
foreign policy positions have their origins in those basic con
cerns; our membership of the European Community is funda· 
mentally in furtherance of the former and our membership of 
the UN in furtherance of the latter. Beyond the basic bread and 
freedom issues, however, most governments and peoples have a 
vision of how they wish the world to be. The challenge for those 
who formulate foreign policy is to apply that vision to the pract
ical world of international diplomacy. We may long for a 
nuclear-free world, but the practical task is to involve ourselves 
in viable initiatives at the UN and elsewhere that will achieve 
some measurable progress towards international arms control 
and disarmament, and international security. We may wish for 
a world free from hunger, but the practical task is to secure 
public support for increasing the percentage of our GNP that is 
devoted to development aid. We cannot forget the vision, but we 
have-to work incrementally towards its realisation. 

In his poem 'Autumn Journal' Louis MacNeice comments in 
unflattering terms on what it is to be Irish. He remarks on a 
certain sense of separateness and a feeling of being able, to some 
extent, to shape our own destiny: 

Why do we like being Irish? Partly because 
II gives us a hold on the sentimental English 

As members of a world that never was, 
Baptised with fairy water; 
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And parlly because Ireland is small enough 
To be slill lhought of with a family feeling, 

And because lhe waves are rough 
Thai split her from a more commercial culture; 

And because one feels thai here al least one can 
Do local work which is not at the world's mercy 

And that on Ihis liny stage with luck a man 
Might see the end of one particular action, 

11 is self-deception of course; 
There is no immunity ill this land either; 

A cart that is drawn by somebody else's horse 
And carrying goods to somebody else's market. 

189 

That, of course, is the truth of the matter. 'There is no immunity 
in this island either'. Not just merely that there is no immunity 
from the global economy. There is no immunity either from the 
troubles in Northern Ireland, from developments in Europe, 
from the nuclear threat, from the spectre of world hunger. 
Indeed our prosperity and survival are tied to international 
developments, While realistically we must recognise that these 
matters to a large extent will be outside our control, this does not 
free us from an obligation to play our part, in concert with states 
who share our values, in seeking that those values we hold as a 
people - our belief in freedom, justice and an essential decency 
in the conduct of affairs - should prevail. 
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State and Society in the Republic of 
'Ireland: A Comparative Study 

MICHEL PEILLON 

\, Dr Peillon lectures in sociology at Saint Patrick's College, Maynootk 
" -

Contemporary analyses of advanced capitalist societies posit a 
general model of development. Such a model emphasises the 
increase'iq. the state's intervention in the economy and welfare, 
the use of planning and the emergence of corporatist tendencies. 
This conventional view of advanced capitalist societies is rarely 
presented in its full form, but it underlies writings with very 
different theoretical perspectives, Daniel Bell (1976, p. 226), for 
instance, describes the advanced capitalist society as a state
managed society, Claus Offe (1984) asserts the existence of a link 
between developed capitalism and the state's economic and 
social interventions. In a similar spirit, Ian Gough contends that 
'the growth of welfare policies during this period must be 
situated within the context of a general extension of the role of 
the state' (Gough 1979, p, 71). 

The prevalent model of advanced capitalism also confers on 
the state an active orientation manifested by exercises in 
planning. Alan Cawson (1982) closely relates far-reaching state 
economic intervention, welfare state, planning- and even, in 
some circumstances, corporatism. State economic intervention 
and planning are said to limit the cyclical disturbances of the 
economy. He further observes that planning is usually tripartite. 
Otto Newman (1981) comments that an active state encourages 
incorporation. For R. J Harrison (1980), a high level of state 
economic intervention and planning facilitate corporatism. 
Ha~old Wilensky (1981) establishes a relation between the 
development of the welfare state and the development of 
corporatist tendencies, 

Even the state autonomy of power is brought into the picture. 
The increasing intervention of the state, its growing commit
ment to developing the industrial base is allegedly accompanied 
by the growing capacity of the state to rule society (Resnik in 
Kazancigel, 1985). 

190 
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The following pages present the results of a study of state 
intervention in capitalist societies. The paper focuses on the 
Irish state, but places it in a comparative perspective. Several 
dimensions of the relations between state and society are con
sidered. (A full discussion of the three types of state 'autonomy' 
would require a separate paper- For the present purpose, their 
meanings are simply stated.) 

1. The paper looks first at the scope of state intervention in 
different spheres of activity: economic, ideological and 
social. " 

2. The idea of state autonomy covers situations which are not 
easy to disentangle. A clear distinction is made here 
between the functioning autonomy of the state, its auto
nomy of power and its independence. Thefunctioning auto
nomy of the state points to the ability nf the state to operate 
on its own: it functions according to its own rules, accord
ing to its own ways. The state autonomy of power indicates the 
ability of the state to act rather than react to social situa
tions in which it operates. The state is not dragged down by 
'social weights' or subjected to constraining determina
tions. It shapes society and guides it, instead of being 
shaped and guided by it. It will be referred to as the active 
orientation of the state. The 'ndependenet of the state consists 
in its autonomy from the cOntrol of particular groups in 
society. An independent suite is able to define its goals 
without being imposed upon by interest groups. (The 
analysis of the independence of the state does not lend itself 
to the type of survey undertaken here. It has been left out of 
the present investigation.) 

3. The degree of incorporation of major groups in the state is 
also taken into consideration. It refers tei' the extent to 
which the state co-opts selected groups and alfOMls them to 
participate in the process of public decision-making. 

" 
Econolllic intervention ...... 
A rapid extension of state activity has been observed not only in" 
advanced capitalist societies but in nearly all societies. The s!at.e
has come to occupy an essential place in economic life, and ihis 
comment applies to Ireland where it forms a key elelJlent Of 
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. economic development. The 'centrality of the Irish state in econ
omic life can be shown by a set of indicators (and for 
comparative purposes we use standardised figures from interna

. ·tional bodies, rather than statistics from Irish sources): 
" . 

, -the total ·state revenue reached 56.9 per cent of GOP in 1980 
(OECD 1984, tables 112 and 134); 
the "Consuming power of the state represented 21.7 per cent of 
GOP in 1982 (GECD 1984, table 6.2); 
the state contributed 18. 45 per cent of total capital formation 
in the Republic of Ireland in 1977 (United Nations 1980); 
the state employs about 20 per cent of the labour force (Na
tional Economic and Social Council 1982); 
the state contribution to GOP, to the creation of national 
wealth, was 16.75 per cent in 1981 (OECD 1983). 

The state dominates the whole economic sector or possesses the 
capacity to do so. A major consumer, a major investor, a major 
employer, the state finds itself in a very strong position. 

Does this high level of economic intervention make Ireland 
stand out in comparison to other capitalist societies? Table I 
gives the scores on economic intervention for eighteen capitalist 
countries. Sweden scores nine out of ten, and Denmark eight. 
With a score of six, Ireland shares the third position with four 
other countries (Austria, Finland, Norway, United Kingdom). 
The presence of the Republic ofIreland in the top group may 
cause some surprise. One finds here the Northern democracies, 
UK and Austria which have all been ruled for long periods of 
time by parties bent on controlling the market mechanisms of a 
capitalist economy. Ireland has never professed an anti-market 
ideology, and does not have a strong political party supporting 
such ~n orientation. The view that the Irish state has come to 
take a prominent place in the economy for pragmatic rather 
than ideological reasons has been expressed on several 
occasions. 

Ideological intervention 
The dominant beliefs and values in Irish society are, in a way, 
not well adapted to the basic orientations of the state, to what it 
wants to achieve. At the same time, the state seeks a legitimation 
that it can hardly create itself. In the past, the state had found 
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Table I : Scores of state intervention 

&uu rif Sam oJ Score of 
«cnomie ideological social TOUlI 

intervnll ion intervention in tervention 
(mar-IO) (max=/O) (ma:r- lO) (=30) 

Australia 3 5 7 15 
Austria 6 7 2 15 
Belgium 4 7 2 13 
Canada 5 3 6 14 
Denmark 8 5 6 .19 
Finland 6 6 5 17 
France 5 8 5 18-
Germany 4 2 4 10 
Ireland 6 7 6 19 
Italy 4 8 3 15 
Japan 3 4 3 10 
Netherlands 5 4 2 I I 
New Zealand 4 6 7 17 
Norway 6 7 4 17 
Sweden 9 5 5 19 
Switzerland 3 3 0 6 
UK 6 3 9 18 
USA 3 0 2 5 

two ready-made pillars oflegitimation in the Gaelic-nationalist 
movement and in the Catholic Church. 
Today, the alliance between the state and these two forces rests 
upon an uneasy com promise. The aspirations of the nationalist 
and Gaelic movement are fonnally taken into consideration by 
the state and institutionalised in the schools. The Catholic 
Church is allowed close control over education and bas a privil
eged say in personal and familial morality: it is given an institu
tional niche within the state. In exchange, neither the Ohurch 
nor the Gaelic movement withdrew their legitimation from'!,he 
state, notwithstanding numerous causes of conflict. Nowadays, 
the state needs to rely on other sourses of legitimation: it pro- · 
mises continuous economic growth and an equitable distribu- · 
tion of resources. It has to use or propagate, in an authoritative 
manner, norms of equity and a philosophy of development. 

I 
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Education provides a first indication of the way the state is 
\ present in the ideological field. The state pays most of the 

'. ~xpenses of primary, secondary and third·level education. It 
partially-contributes to the building of schools, provides most of 
tfi~ running-expenditure and pays the wages of all teachers. It 
sets'the curriculum and organises national examinations. It also 

. ensureS' the strong presence of the Irish language. At the same 
time, it shies away from taking actual control of-primary and 
secondary icl;lOOls. It backs up the denominational organisation 
of the schools and leaves the Churches and theirdergy in charge 
of the school network. 

The presence of the state is also strongly felt in the 
communication of ideology and culture. To take the most effect
ive and widespread mode of mass communication, TV broad
casting constitutes a public service. No rival network is allowed 
to operate and R TE enjoys a monopoly. The state does not pay 
for the broadcasting service, although it fixes the amount of the 
licence and may even be called on to pay any deficit. However, 
the government exercises some control over broadcasting. Not 
even referring to censorship, the Minister for Communications 
appoints the members of the R TE Authority which supeI:\'ises 
the broadcasting service and functions as its board of manage
ment; it also appoints the Director-General (Fisher 1978). 

Because of its high involvement in the financing and control of 
the educational system, and because of direct supervision of TV 
broadcasting, Ireland reaches the high score of seven on state 
ideological intervention. Only France and Italy reach a higher 
score, but Ireland shares the third position with Austria, 
Belgium and Norway. Countries with such high scores have to 
be contrasted to states which, although they may adopt a high 
ideoldgical profile, intervene very little in the making and trans
mitting of culture and ideology. Canada, Germany, Switzer
land, the UK and USA have low scores on state ideological 
intervention. 

Social intervention 
Its market-manipulating capacity does not relieve the state from 
responsibility for the failures of the market. It has to compensate 
for the most drastic effects of market operations and to satisfy the 
basic needs of the people. In doing so, it may well hinder its own 
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market-manipulating capacity. The social intervention of the 
state is costly; state expenditure on social selvices (health, 
housing, education) and welfare (social security and welfare) 
amounts to nearly one-third of GNP (31.44 per cent in 1981) 
(Central Statistics Office, 1981). 

In orGel' to calculate the score on state intervention in social 
matters - and in view of the diversity and complexity of 
schemes covering the range of welfare services - it was decided 
to focus on the health services: 

5.8 per cent of GDP is spent by Irish public authoritie' on 
health (Taylor and Jodice 1983, vol. 2 table 3); 
the state is only partly paying for the health service. Free 
medical service is provided on means test. Basic hospital care 
is given to everybod y, but a high proportion of the population 
complements it by voluntary health insurance for surgery. 
and medical costs; 
the health services are in a general way run by public author
ities (i.e. health boards), which have to manage the service 
according to the rules set by the central government; 
the participation of the state in social security receipts 
amounted to 60.5 per cent in 1980 (International Labour 
Office 1985, table 6). The remainder consisted of employers' 
and employees' contributions. ; 

These figures give Ireland a score of six, placing it in a group of 
countries with a high level of state intervention in social mailers. 
It comes fourth after the UK, Australia and New Zealand. This 
score does not indicate the degree of welfare protection provided 
to most people in these countries, but it measures the degree to 
which the state is involved (in financing and running) in the 
provision of such services. Social protection could very well be 
thorough without being financed or run by the central power. 
This actually happens for several countries with a loW-score on 
this aspect. , 

General state intervention ' 
The sphere of state intelVention in Ireland remains extensive, '"'' 
and the overall strategy of the state consists in retaining a 'maJli
pulative power' while assuming little formal control. It succeeds 
by delegating its control to private concerns or to specially 
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cr~ated agencies. This strategy is clearly used in the cultural 
field, where it leaves the task of fashioning and transmitting a 
particular orientation to chosen groups. Social policy formed for 

" a time the privileged area of influence of the Catholic Church. 
"Qharity and voluntary help are still seen as complementing state 
welfar~, even if such a complement possesses no more than a 
symbolic significance. Even in the economic sphere, the state 
relies whenever it can on external agencies. The process of 
industrialis('tion is punctuated by the formation of semi-state 
bodies. Mo~e importantly, the state animates economic 
development and industrialisation, but it assumes the leading 
role only to the point at which other forces can take over. The 
business class could be seen in that sense as an instrument 
through which the state seeks to achieve its goals. The state 
retains its full 'manipulative powers' while allowing private 
concerns to take the leading role. 

State intervention in Ireland scores high on the three aspects 
considered, and not surprisingly it reaches a high general score. 
Ireland takes first place with Denmark and Sweden; and they 
are closely followed by countries such as France and Finland, 
New Zealand and Norway. However, the internal composition 
of such a general score provides an insight into the extent to 
which state interventions in the economic, the ideological or the 
social spheres correspond. One finds two clear-cut categories: 

the consistently high (of which Ireland is part): state interven
tion scores high in all three dimensions (Denmark, Finland, 
France, Ireland, Norway, Sweden); 
the consistently low, for which state intervention is limited in 
all three dimensions (Germany, Japan, Netherlands, 
Switzerland, USA). , 

This consistency does not characterise all countries. Countries 
with a middle score (13-15) do not experience a consistent 
middle level of intervention but, on the contrary, discrepancies 
in their scores: 

Australia and Austria have a low score on one dimension, 
within a predominantly high level of state intervention. 
United Kingdom actually achieves a high score, despite a low 
score on the ideological intervention (which is however 
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compensated by a particularly high score on social interven
tion). 
Belgium, Canada and Italy find themselves in the middle 
category because of a high score (on the ideological 
dimension for Belgium and Italy) within a predominantly 
low state intervention. 

The presence of quite a large group of countries with 
inconsistent scores makes it difficult to postulate the existence of 
a generalised state intervention in advanced capitalist societies. 
The same country may experience a high degree of state in1h
vention in one dimension and a low degree in another dimen
sion. This statement is upheld by the measure of associations 
between the three different scores involved (as measured by the 
Pearson product-moment correlation). 

Economic-ideological: 0.29 
Economic-social: 0.40 
Social-ideological: 0.08 

The degree of state intervention in one field depends to some 
extent on the degree of state intervention in another dimension. 
At the same time, the association remains loose. The highest 
correlation involves state interventiQll in the economic and the 
social dimension (quite high with 0.40). On the other hand, the 
state intervention in the social dimension does not correspond at 
all to the intervention in the ideological dimension. State inter
vention in the economic and ideological dimensions are only 
weakly related (0.29). 

Functioning autonomy of the state 
State autonomy may refer to the fact that the state organises its 
activity according to its own needs and resources. In'this rather 
weak meaning, autonomy points to the way the state 0llerates, 
to the way it functions. , 

The presence of a 'political scene' or even of a distinctive 
'political logic' provides a first indication of the fu.nctioning, 
autonomy of the state in society. By political scene is meant the " 
fact that political life and 'socio-economic' life do not necessarily 
correspond. Political groups are rarely socio-economic forces 
under another guise. The relations between political groups and 
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the relations between social forces do not automatically corres
pond. Analysesof voting behaviour in Ireland have emphasised 

. the absence of a clear pattern according to social class, in the 
. sense that the major parties draw their support from across the 
"spcial spectrum. The political scene has been characterised as 

one of 'voting without social basis' (Whyte 1974). This comment 
does 'not necessarily suggest the absence of a relation between 
voting and political structure. Rather, it points to the presence 
of indirect and complex links between the social and the polit
ical scenes.'Politics is constituted wItbin its own sphere, with its 
own tempo and cycles of activity. The crucial moments of 
political life (elections, changes of government, political crises) 
do not correspond to similar moments in socio·economic 
spheres, although critical times in society at large are quickly 
reflected in political life. 

Another indication of the state autonomy in the way it 
functions is given by the extent to which the political class is 
differentiated, set apart as ~ group. The more differentiated is 
the political class, the more autonomous is the state likely to be . 
By political class is meant the small groups of people who, either 
in power or in opposition, compete for the positions of authority. 
National representatives constitute the core of such a political 
class, or at least a very significant part of it. Such a group is to a 
large extent self-perpetuating and is renewed only slowly. A 
brief count ",Iso reveals that in 1982, 85 TDs (out of 166) were 
full-time representatives and had no other occupational 
commitments (Trench 1982). But 81 TDs (49 per cent) were 
engaged in another occupation - mostly part-time or full-time. 
Among them are people who formally retain a position 
(teaching, trade-union official) but are being seconded from it. 
In lfny case, such figures clearly show that the political class is 
not fully 'professionalised' and that, for some politicians, politics 
represents only a side or a temporary activity. In other words, 
the political class is not clearly differentiated from society and it 
includes a large group of politicians who exercise their political 
activity in an 'amateur' way. They hardly develop a strong sense 
of affiliation to a corporate political class. Unfortunately, this 
type of information is not easily available for other cOlintries, 
and it cannot be used for comparative purposes. 

The capacity of the state to function on its own depends also 
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on the differentiation of an administrative class, of the group of 
people who staff the highest positions within the state bureau
cracy. The procedures for recruiting to such positions vary 
considerably from one society to another. The higher state 
administrators are sometimes poJitica) appointees; sometimes 
they are promoted from the rank and file of the administration. 
In some cases, individual experts or specially trained admini
strators are directly recruited at the highest levels. In the 
Republic of Ireland, the higher civil servants are recruited by 
internal promotion (although there has been some attempts ~t 
opening access to these higher positions). Such a procedure 
implies that the selected administrators have a long experience 
of the service and have adjusted to a corporate subculture. It 
relies on an informal process of apprenticeship, which con
tributes to insulating tbe bureaucracy from society at large. The 
higher administrative positions represent the final stage of an 
administrative career, a career which sets the administrative 
class apart, as a distinctive group. 

The executive apparatus of the state Inlttates most of the 
legislation that goes through the DaiL However, the interpreta
tion and application of law directly concerns the legal profes
sion. The judicial function is mainly performed by judges. Not 
elected to their positions or selected by the profession itself, they 
are chosen by the government of the day, without as such con
stituting political appointees. In that sense, they are not very 
differentiated from the political class. Furthermore, their social 
exclusiveness and the existence of 'legal families' have been 
much commented upon and denounced. Lawyers, and judges in 
particular, are often seen as the conservative wing of an 'upper 
middle-class' . 

To summarise, the state's autonomy is enhanced' 'by: 

" 
the ability of the political scene to acquire a life of its own, to 
retain some distance from society; ". 
the existence of a well entrenched public bureaucracy (which . 
either receives a particular training or else develops a strong 
group cohesion through seniority); 
the lack of dependence of the judicial powers on the political 
powers (e.g. if, for instance, the judges are not political 
appointees). 
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Using such indicators, a score of functioning autonomy has been 
elaborated for each state, and the results are given in Table 2. 
The higher the score, the greater is the autonomy of the state. 

·Most countries are to be found in a middle category (scores 
, three to·five). Finland is the only country where the state has 
'Iittle autonomy in its functioning. In Austria, Germany and 
Italy, on the contrary, the state commands a high level of 
autonomy in the way it functions. With a score of five, Ireland 
finds itse)f in a middle category. , 
Table 2: The functioning autonOlny of the state 

Autonomy of Aulotlonry of Total SCOTt 

stale Rtcruitment political functioning 
bureaucracy oj judges life autonorrry 

(max=4) (m=2) (max=4) {mtlx=JO} 

Australia 2 I I 4 
Austria 3 1 3 7 
Belgium l 1 3 5 
Canada I 0 3 4 
Denmark 3 0 2 5 
Finland 1 0 0 I 
France 3 0 2 5 
Germany 2 1 3 6 
Ireland 2 0 3 5 
Italy 2 2 3 7 
Japan 1 0 3 4 
Netherlands 1 I I 3 
New Zealand 2 0 I 3 
Norway 3 0 I 4 
Sweden 2 2 I 5 

'Switzerland 1 2 2 5 
UK 2 0 I 3 
USA 0 1 3 4 

AutonOlny of state power 
All these indices point to the fact that the state in general is 
allowed great autonomy in its operation. The issue is not as 
easily solved in regards to the autonomy of state power. The very 
concept of power remains ambiguous and difficult to apply. For 
our present purpose, power means the capacity of the state to 
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define its own goals and achieve them. In that sense, the state's 
autonomy of power needs to be measured in regards to two 
different aspects: in its relation to social determinisms and in its 
relation to the major forces in society. The latter refers to the 
social basis of the state, to the degree of state independence. But 
this aspect, as we have already mentioned, cannot be considered 
here. 

Autonomy of power in relation to social determinisms simply 
indicates the state's capacity to act - in the sense in which, for 
instance, Amitzia Etzioni (1968) uses the term 'active societ'i. 
An active state seeks to be in charge of society, to animate Its 
development, to steer it and promote changes. An initiator of, 
events, it anticipates occurences while planning for the future. A 
non-active state, on the contrary, has not succeeded in setting 
itself apart from society. It trails behind events and lets things 
happen. It is unable to look forward, to anticipate transforma· 
tions and in any way guide, lead or even animate the whole 
movement of society. It does not act but react, responding to 
problems and crises as they arise. 

The active orientation of the state has been measured in 
urban and industrial development. This active character is 
given by the presence or absence of , planning' activity, although 
planning must be understood in a broad sense. The assimilation 
of an active orientation to planning' activity raises some diffi· 
culties, for the state could take the initiative in urban or indust
rial development without engaging in formal planning exer
cises. Economic (planning', in the sense used here, represents a 
way of managing the economy which goes beyond the use of 
monetary and budgetary measures, beyond short-term and ad 
hoc respcnses to market mechanisms. It seems that a score which 
takes into consideration the following items would account 
adequately for the different ways, for the state, of becoming 
'active'; . 

" 
the formulation by the state of priority targets; . . 
the establishment of state agencies to monitor the. ,.chieve: , 
ment of such targets; .... 
a financial commitment to the achievement of targets (in 
terms of selective grants and incentives, for instance); 
the direct participation of the state (e.g. of public companies) 
to the achievement of the set targets. 

• 
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In t!>e Republic of Ireland, the state has little involvement in 
\. urban planning. It sets the legal framework for the regulation of 

\ land use and provides very general guidelines. Government 
, statements have referred to the setting up of urban growth 
", , centres !lnd to the necessity of avoiding population growth 

'arQund Dublin (National Economic and Social Council 1979). 
WQatever urban planning exists is undertaken by the county 
councils. The Regional Development Organisation simply co
ordinates the planning activities of the county councils at the 
regionalleyel. The state has not developed planning institutions 
and has limited itself to general policy goals. It provides no sub
sidies for the implementation of existing plans and is not directly 
involved in their implementation. In fact, it has no control over 
implementation (National Economic and Social Council [a 1 
1981, 55). The state reacts, in an ad hoc and necessarily 
inadequate way, to urban problems as they emerge. It has let 
things happen in urban development, proposing no solution to 
land speculation, decay, transport paralysis, criminality in 
• • • I 

Inner CItIes . 
Industrialisation has been initiated, animated and to a large 

extent guided by the state. The latter has taken a leading role in 
economic affairs. Ireland has even at one stage engaged in 
planning experiments. But the Second Programme was 
abandoned half-way through in 1968; the Third Programme 
was never implemented. The last attempt at economic planning 
was made with the formation in 1977 of a Department of 
Economic Planning and Development: it was abolished in 1979. 
Planning !,xercises have always been half-hearted: 'It is suffi
cient to note here that Irish planning has remained a rather mild 
-Corm of indicative planning' (National Economic and Social 
c..,uncil 1981, p. 14), and that indicative planning represents 
itself a very mild form of planning. In any case, economic 
planning of any type has not taken place in the 1980s. 

The state in the Republic is involved in a strategy of all-out 
industrial promotion. In that sense, the state neither defines 
targets nor decides on priorities. The financial incentives offered 
can be availed of by any manufacturing firm in any industrial 
sector. Finally, the state depends on the market to achieve its 
goal of industrialisation. If anything, the trend is towards 
allowing semi-state bodies to be run on a commercial basis, that 
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is, like any independent company. Their activity is not co-ordin
ated in order to facilitate the achievement of an integrated 
industrial policy. 

Table 3: Scores of active orientation (range 0 to 10) 

Australia 0 Italy 2 
Austria 0 Japan 3 
Belgium 3 Netherlands 5 
Canada I New Zealand 2 
Denmark I Norway '0 
Finland I Sweden 3 
France 9 Switzerland 0 
Germany 2 UK 2 
Ireland I USA I 

The state has a predominatly reactive character in most societies 
(see Table 3). Half the countries have a score of 0-1, including 
Ireland. The state manifests an active orientation in only five 
cases: Belgium, Japan and Sweden in a small way, Netherlands 
and France in a more obvious way. It is interesting to note that 
the score of state functioning autonomy is not related to the score 
of state autonomy of power (Pearson coefficient of 0.008). 

Incorporation 

Generally speaking, corporatism as defined by Schmitter 
seems to be used mainly as a socio-political technique for the 
regulation of conflicts between important social groups by 
incorporating their interest intermediaries int,o the formal 
decision-making structures of the state... (LeIpbruch in 
Schmitter-Lembruch 1979, p. 302). ' 

Incorporation refers then to the process through which gr.pups 
are co-opted in the institutions of authoritative decisiQ1l
making. Incorporation is measured here by adding the score) . 
given to three aspects of formal participation in the decision- . \ 
making process. Assuming that all states engage in informal con- ' 
sultation with major interest groups, three further indicators 
were selected for the elaboration of a score of incorporation: . 
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the regular and permanent participation of representatives of 
interest groups in advisory committees attached to the 

- \. different ministerial departments; 
the creation of formal institutions in which state and interest 

", groups are statutory members (e.g. tripartite bodies) and/or 
.... tlte attribution of a public status to some interest groups; 
. th,,; participation of major interest groups in the implementa

tion of public policies. 

Ireland has gone some way on the road of incorporation. Inter
ested parties are widel), consulted by government departments. 
Representatives of interest groups sit on numerous advisory 
committees. The close link between the state and some major 
interest groups has been formalised by the development of tri
partite bodies. But interest groups have hardly allowed them
selves to become involved in the implementation of public 
policy, in one way or the other. 

The previous considerations do not justify the characterisa
tion of the Irish scene as corporatist, but they reveal features of 
'corporate bargaining': bargaining is conducted between 
selected corporate partners and a compromise reached between 
them. Trade unions have been offered a say, however small, in 
the formulation of economic policy. The cooperation between 
government, trade-union leadership and the representative 
industrialists is said to have been successfuL However, Charles 
McCarthy has pointed to 'the reluctance [of the trade unions 1 to 
become involved in joint planning exercises with the govern
ment, although well disposed to participate in bargaining 
institutions' (McCarthy in Nevin 1980, p. 33). The trade-union 
leadership is trying to keep its balance on the thin edge ofinstitu
tioQalisation. It cannot shy away from participation in political 
decision~making, but it must also avoid incorporation into the 
state. Its answer seems to have been an acceptance of institu
tionalised bargaining. 

In most countries, the state has gone some way towards 
incorporating major interest groups in the public decision
making process (see Table 4). Only three countries have resisted 
such a trend (Australia, Switzerland and USA), and two other 
countries have made only small steps in this direction (France, 
Japan). Ireland finds itself in a category of moderate incorpora-
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Table 4: Scores of state incorporation (range 0 to 6) 

Australia 
Austria 
Belgium 
Canada 
Denmark 
Finland 
France 
Germany 
Ireland 

o 
6 
6 
4 
4 
4 
3 
6 
4 

Italy 
Japan 
Netherlands 
New Zealand 
Norway 
Sweden 
Switzerland 
UK 
USA 

4 
2 
4 
6 
4 
4 
o 
4 

·0 

tion with eight other countries. Four countries have gone a long 
way in tbe direction of incorporation: Austria, Belgium, 
Germany and New Zealand. 

Some general issues 
The survey has shown very significant variations in the extent of 
state intervention in capitalist societies. It has also revealed the 
lack of consistency between types of state intervention. The 
degree of state economic intervention does not necessarily 
correspond 10 the degree of ideological or social intervention. 
Ireland is high in all aspects of state intervention but, when seen 
in the larger comparative framework, this kind of consistency 
forms the exception rather than the rule. 

The dominant model of advanced capitalism postulates an 
inner compulsion towards growing state inteIVention, as 
capitalism develops, which is not validated in the Irish case. The 
Republic of Ireland just about qualifies as a developed capitalist 
society. On that basis alone, one would expect a low level of state 
intervention, in contrast to an allegedly high level oCstate inter
vention in the more developed capitalist societies: But one 
observes no obvious relation between capitalist development 
and state intervention. If anything, the Irish case reverses, the 
relationship. " 

All this implies that a growing state presence does not neces". 
sarily accompany the process of industrialisation. The Republic
of Ireland is engaged in a process of industrialisation; such' an 
assertion does not dispense with the need to explain the precise 
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features of the relationship be'tween state and society. Indus
. trialisation has requirements which must be satisfied; it 
.. generates problems which must be faced and answered. But the 

rqle of the state in Irish society depends as much on the dynamic 
o'-I{ish society itself as on a logic of industrialisation. Or, to be 
more'. precise and to avoid giving the impression that Irish 
society is animated by a uniform movement, each aspect of the 
link between state and society must be accounted for in its own 
terms. One w,ould need to identify the processes and the forces 
which are respectively at work to determine the level of state 
intervention in the economy, its ideological involvement, its 
upholding of social welfare services, its functioning autonomy, 
its active orientation and even its capacity to integrate social 
forces in the decision-making mechanism. 

The state in the Republic of Ireland has an unusual profile. 
Compared to other capitalist societies, the Irish state is 

high on state intervention; , 
medium on functioning autonomy; 
Iowan autonomy of power; 
middling on degree of incorporation. 

In order to complete the picture, one would have to analyse the 
social basis of the state, an issue which has been left aside in this 
paper. A similar combination (high state intervention, moder
ate functioning autonomy, moderate incorporation and a low 
active orientation) is observed only in Denmark. 

This pattern emphasises the contrast between the high level of 
intervention by the state and its not very 'active' character. The 
Irish state finds it difficult to separate itself (to differentiate itself) 
from its environment, and to overcome the constraints and the 
determinisms weighing upon it. Its style of management shows a 
reluctance to rely on an authoritative control and a preference 
for negotiated and bargained solutions. It is perhaps the high 
degree of penetration of the state by society which makes the 
state at the same time responsive and interfering. This combina
tion of responsiveness and extensive intervention does not seem 
to facilitate the emergence of an 'active' state. 

A factor analysis of all relevant variables has identified three 
significant factors. Each factor is closely related to a range of 
variables, and on the basis of these 'loadings', it is possible to give 
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some substance to these factors. The first, most important factor 
has been labelled the 'managerial orientation' of the state, for it 
brings together state intelvention, state functioning autonomy, 
and also the incorporation of major groups. The second factor is 
also related to state intervention, but negatively related to state 
functioning autonomy. This particular constellation fits the 
'social-democratic orientation' of the state. Finally, the third 
factor rests on state intervention only: we can call it the 'inter
vening orientation'. The Republic of Ireland has a high seore 
only on the indices of state intervention, and generally a low one 
on the other dimensions. It appears then to follow a pat~ern 
which corresponds to the third factor, that of an interventionist 
orientation. The state would in the Republic of Ireland be 
'intervening' rather than 'managing' or 'social-democratic'. 

The 'managing' state is often associated with a positive image 
of capability, dynamism, competence and sense of direction. 
The 'intervening' state suggests rather negative images of 
meddling and of a lack of purpose. Although one cannot hope to 
give an easy answer without a thorough analysis, the question 
must be asked: why is the state in the Republic ofIreland inter
vening rather than managing? Has it to do with the range and 
the depth of the problems that the state has to face and cope 
with? Is it because of a political culture which does not allow the 
state to exercise its guiding and a'!tive capabilities? One may 
also look toward the political elite, made up of political brokers, 
or toward a higher state administration which, by training or by 
inclination, would manifest no strong, technocratic tendencies? 
Or, more simply, does the play of social forces twart the state of 
its managing powers? 

, 
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Appendix 1: 

Methodological Notes 

The study follows a conventional survey procedure. The dimen
sions b( state insertion in society (economic intervention; ideo
logical intervention; social intervention; functioning autonomy 
of the state; autonomy of power; incorporation) are first 
identified. Th~ research strategy consists then in calculating a 
score for each dimension and for each country under considera
tion. For that purpose, a range of indicators have been selected, 
covering significant aspects of each dimension. 

State economic intervention 
A range of relevant statistics were chosen: ratio of state revenue 
to GDP; ratio of state contribution to capital formation; ratio of 
government final consumption expenditure to GDP; ratio of 
workers in the public sector to total labour force; ratio of state 
contribution to GDP. The figures for each country were ranked 
as low/medium/high and given a respective coefficient of I, -I, 
-2. The score of state economic intervention was given by the 
addition of the coefficients for each indicator. 

State ideological interuention 
A similar logic was followed, but the attention was focused on 
the state presence in two ideologically strategic institutions: 
education and television broadcasting. For education, the 
coefficient included the extent to which the state contributes to 

the ,f;ost of education; to which it controls the curriculum; to 
which it controls the running of the schools. As for television 
broadcasting, four aspects were taken into consideration: 

the presence of a public service; 
the extent to which the state subsidises TV broadcasting; 
the power of the state (in this case, government) to nominate 
or influence directly the broadcasting authorities; 
the presence of a state monopoly of broadcasting. 

208 



State and Society in Ireland 209 

Slate social intervention 
Obtaining information on the range of welfare programmes for 
all the countries considered would be an arduous exercise. It was 
decided to base the score of state social intervention on health 
services only (although one now realises that the scope of the 
analysis needs to be extended). The health services themselves 
contain a range of programmes, and the presence of the state in 
them may be measured by a score, on the basis of several 
indicators: 

ratio of public health expenditure to GDP; 
state involvement in the administration of health services; 
state contribution to the cost of health services. 

It also includes a general index of state involvement in the 
welfare system, as measured by the ratio of state contribution to 
social security receipts. 

The functioning autonomy of the state 
The state functioning autonomy, meaning its capacity to func
tion independently, is enhanced by 

an entrenched public administration; 
the development of a political class; 
the emergence of a political scene, in which political relations 

,and the political life follow a logic of their own; 
somewhat more marginally, the autonomy of the judiciary. 

The autonomy of higher civil servants is measured first by the 
type of recruitment and training in the civil service. Is there a 
selective bias in the recruitment of civil servants (e.g. towards a 
legal training or towards particular universities)? Do the civil 
servants follow a particular training once recf-)Jited? Are 
appointments made purely on the basis of examinations or do 
they leave much room for partisan considerations? Are the 
higher levels of the administration reached more or less 'auto
matically, on seniority, or is access dependent on compefition? 
Are such positions open to outsiders? ' 

A possible measure of the specificity of political life is given by 
the degree of correspondence between the major social cleav- -
ages and the major political cleavages. To what extent are social 
cleavages reflected in political life? All the countries involved in , 
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this study are parliamentary democracies, and the pattern of 
party support should give a good indication of this corres
pondence.. Four categories of correspondence between social 

". structure and political life were identified: , . 
" '. The ~aximum of political autonomy is found when no 

significant relationship exists between politics and society; 
A loose association between politics and social life, which 
indicates a high level of political autonomy, is manifested by 
the fact'that a major party gets its support from a wide social 
spectrum, or that a significant social class scatters its votes. 
A definite connection between politics and social structure 
(which indicates a low level of political autonomy) occurs 
when, for instance, occupational groups largely determine 
party preferences, but with qualifications. In a situation of 
class polarisation, a significant segment of a class may vote 
out of character. 
Finally, all political autonomy disappears where the connec
tion becomes so close that the political life reflects nearly per
fectly the basic structure of society. For instance, the support 
for respective parties corresponds to particular classes or to 
well identified groups in society. 

State autono,,!), of power (or the active orientation of the state) 
As we have already noted, the state autonomy of power refers in 
this context 10 the state capacity to act upon society rather than 
react to it. Two areas of state involvement acquire a particular 
significance in this respect: urban and economic policies. An 
active orientation is indicated by some form of state 'planning', 
understood in a loose way. 

The score on state involvement in urban planning is given by 
a scale starting from statutory regulation ofland use/ establish
ment of national urban planning institutions/formulation of 
guidelines/to the state direct involvement in the implementa
tion of such guidelines. 

The active orientation of the state towards the economy is 
measured according to a rather similar pattern: target 
setting/establishment of planning agencies/indirect contribu
tion by the state to the achievement of targets (e.g. through fiscal 
incentives)/direct state involvement in the implementation of 
the plan. -
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State incorporation of organised interests 
The different ministerial departments consult a wide range of 
organised groups, but the lobbying activity of such groups does 
not imply incorporation. However, some organisations become 
bona-fide interlocutors and are regularly consulted. Incorpora
tion takes places when such groups become more or less 
permanent participants in specialised committees which advise 
state agencies. The next step consists in a more formal recogni
tion of this participation to the functioning of the state: organ
ised groups may belong to tripartite commissions, direc41y con
tribute to the formulation of public policy or even receive legal 
status as some sort of statutory pressure group. Finally, organ
ised interests may contribute to the implementation of public 
policies. The state devolves responsibility to them for some 
public tasks, or else representatives of organised interests accede 
to boards which implement some aspects of public policy or 
administer public services. 
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AGAINST THE TIDE Noel Browne, Dublin: Gill and Maclnillan,1986. 
£9.95. 

Review by Ruth Barrington 

Rulh Barrington is lhe auJhoT of Health, Medicine and Politics III Ireland 
1900-1970 (bulilute oJ Public Administration, /987). 

Against the Tide is an unforgiving and unforgettable book. Throughout his life, 
Noel Browne has aroused strong emotions. His autobiography captures the 
passions of an extraordinary life. In addition, it is well written, beautifuft'y 
designed and of great interest to the modern reader who is curious about _ 
Ireland's recent past. For this reviewer, what Dr Browne has to say about his 
period as Minister for Health is of most interest. As with much of his life, his 
contribu tion as a minister can be understood fully only in the context of the 
experiences of his childhood and youth. 

That Noel Browne survived his childhood is a miracle in itself. His account 
of the sufferings and death of his father. mother, sisters and brother from tuber
culosis and other disorders is terrifying. The harrowing experiences of his early 
years left their mark on his personality. He admits that he is la solitary serious 
fellow' who finds it difficult to form close and lasting friendships. Sadly, the 
tragedy of the Browne family was not unique in the days before a concerted 
attack on tuberculosis. The Brownes appear to have been particularly 
unfortunate after the death of Noel's father, when his mother's BaJlinrobe 
family refused to assist the widow and young famil y and forced her to take the 
boat to England. 

That decision was a fateful one for the you~g Noel. As if to compensate for 
the mean portion handed out to the young child, fortune decided to compen
sate the teenager in other ways. The kindly lady who befriended the family in 
London organised his admission to a preparatory school in Eastbourne, from 
which he subsequently won a scholarship to Beaumont, aJesuit public school. 
There he acqui red a cosmopolitan education of a kind usually reserved for the 
most privileged boys of his age in Ireland, His intelligence, ability as an athlete 
and good looks helped compensate for his sense of being a n outsider, At school 
he became friendly with Neville Chance, son of Sir Arthur Chance, who had 
been one of Dublin's leading physicians. His widow, Lady Eifeen Chance 
(daughter of William Martin Murphy), took an interest in the'»enniless 
Browne and financed his education at Trinity medical schooL Thanks to this 
act of generos ity, Browne received a university and professional educatioq to 
which, if his parents had lived, he could hardly have aspired. (There is)lO, 
reference in this book to the apocryphal story that it was out of a sense of guilt· · . 
that the Chance family befriended Browne following a shooting accident in 
which, it is alleged. Sir Arthur Chance injured Browne's father. ) Although 
Browne portrays his attendance at Trinity as the first occasion on which he 
ignored a dictat of the Archbishop of Dublin, it was not until 1942 - the ye~r 
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in which Browne left Trinity ~ that Catholics were formally banned from 
anending the college. 

The Chance family came to the rescue again when Browne contracted 
ttlberculosis in 1939. Thanks to their money and connections, Browne was 

". admitted to a leading sanatorium in England where he received the attention 
,pC the most skilled surgeons of the day. His ex~riences of the disease helped 

direq his medical studies. On qualifying as a doctor, he worked in sanatoria in 
Engl~nd and was 'changed irrevocably' by the experience. The contrast 
between the facilities for treating tuberculosis in England and Ireland during 
the war years could hardly have been greater. British sanatoria, even under 
war-time ~onditions, combined the latest diagnostic and surgical treatment 
with an egalitarian attitude among stafT and patients. Treatment facilities in 
Ireland remained primitive, compounded by the hierarchical and elitist 
attitudes of the Irish medical establishment. His period in England convinced 
Browne of the advantages of a national health service, as advocated by Beve
ridge and promised by the Labour Party, in which treatment would be 
provided according to need not income, and doeton paid by salary not fees. 

Returning to Ireland after the war, Browne became assistant medical super
intendent at Newcastle sanatorium, Co. Wicklow in 1945. Convinced that he 
could do little to fight the disease as a junior doctor, he decided to campaign 
publicly for improved racilities. Although he had no republican sympathies, he 
threw in his lot with the motley assortment of radicals opposed to Fianna Fail 
that comprised Clann na Poblachta. Elected in 1948 to fill the third seat in the 
same constituency as Sean MacEntee and John A. Costello, Browne was made 
Minister for Health on his first day in the Dail. Aged thirty-two he was 
'determined to revolutionise the quality or the health services'. 

Dr Browne's account of his contribution to improving the health services 
would be easiertojudge ifhe had given credit to his predecessors for the radical 
measures they had already set in train. It would also have explained the 
ferocity of the medical profession's opposition to the mother and child scheme. 
As his account stands, it is hard to see what all the fuss was about. 

By the end of the war, public dissatisfaction with the quality of the medical 
care available to the poor and those on moderate incomes had convinced 
people such as Bishop Dignan of Clonfert and Dr John Shanley, president of 
the Irish Medical Association, of the need for a radical overhaul. Both 
prepared 'plans' to reform the health services. The Minister, Sean MacEntee, 
adtl his Parliamentary Secretary, Dr Con Ward, were open to ideas and 
responded in 1915 by establishing a departmental committee to assess what 
needed to be done. Dr James Deeny, the recently appointed Chief Medical 
Adviser, was appointed chairman. The other members were John Collins, 
John Garvin and Paddy Keady; Desmond Roche acted as secretary. They 
produced a Il:port that was little short o(revolutionary in its consequences for 
the health services. Although the report was never published. the Department 
was moving towards its objectives from 1945 onwards. 

The report (a copy of which is on the cabinet files in the State Paper Office) 
recommended the gradual establishment of a health service free of charge to 
all. As a priority, it recommended that services for tuberculosis sufferers, 
mothers and children and those in the public assistance classes be improved 
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and provided without charge. Then the services would be made available to 
the whole population. General practice and hospital services would be 
reorganised to provide improved primary care and specialist seJVices. The 
report envisaged thal eventually most doctors in the new service would be 
employed by salary, and private practice would become a peripheral activity. 
The capital to pay for the new service would come from the Hospitals Sweep
stakes, while its revenue costs would be met from rates and exchequer grants. 
The report, which was accepted by Dr Ward and Mr MacEntee, formed the 
basis for the White Paper Tuberculosis (1946), the establishment of a separate 
Department of Health (1946), the White Paper Oullin, of Proposals for Ihe 
Improvement of the Health Strvices (1947), the Health (Financial Provisions) Act, 
1947 and the Health Act, 1947. • 

When Dr Browne became Minister for Health in January 1948, he did not 
arrive in a sleepy backwater but in a new, dynamic department with many 
ideas for ref ann. It was his good fortune to become Minister when, much of the 
preparatory work done, the ship was ready to take to sea. As far as the chief 
scourge, tuberculosis was concerned, a great deal had been done to implement 
the 1946 White Paper. Sites had been acquired for the regional sanatoria and a 
learn of architects and engineers had been recruited to plan and oversee their 
building. Interim accommodation was being acquired, a mass X·ray and BeG 
campaign had been initiated and the recruitment of chest surgeons was under· 
way. Critically, the Health Act had extended the free treatment of tuberculosis 
to the whole population and enabled those undergoing treatment to receive 
maintenance payments. 

So what was Dr Browne's particular contribution to the fight against the 
disease? By his own account, he was ignorant of the steps that had been taken 
towards controlling the disease before he arrived in the Custom House. He 
claimed in the Dail that it was not until after he became Minister that he dis· 
covered that maintenance payments were payable to patients undergoing 
treatment for the disease. His unique contribution to the campaign was his 
ability to motivate people to fight the disease and to achieve results quickly. He 
was the first Minister for Health to use the media extensively to get his message 
across. No one should underestimate the psychological importance of the 
urgency he attached to building the new sanatoria or to persuading people to 
come forward for diagnosis and treatment. For generations, tuberculosis had 
been a disease to be hidden because of the terrible stigma attached to sufferers 
and their families. Dr Browne's youthfulness, his own experien~e of the disease, 
his medical background and obvious humanity persuaded PePple to come 
forward in their thousands for X-rays and treatment. The failure to control 
bovine tuberculosis in Ireland's canle herdst despite the enormous ~nancial 
investment, suggests what might have happened among humans if Dr 
Browne's campaign had not taken place. . . 

It is often argued that the investment in accommodation and facilities ~~ 
unnecessary because antibiotics would soon transfonn the treatment of the 
disease. This criticism ignores the fact that until the early 19505, streptomycin 
was prohibitively expensive to use and often had damaging side effects. It was 
least effective in treating advanced cases of tuberculosis where the only chance 
of survival was through surgery. The es~ntial contribution of the sanatoria 
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was to prevent patients with advanced disease from infecting their families, 
neighbours and workmates and to offer them some chance of survival through 
surgery. Dr Brownels critics are on firmer ground when they argue that the 
~anatoria were unnecessarily expensive and elaborate. All became redundant 
'~ sanatoria long before the end of their usual lives. 

Less groundwork had been done in the Department on expanding the hos
pitahystem - apart from the sanatoria - when Dr Browne look office, but it 
was clear enough what had to be done. It was a case of resuming the building 
programme began in the 19305, with finance from the Hospitals Sv.ttpstakes, 
but interruPl4d by the war. When Dr Browne came into the Department he 
was presented with proposals for J 35 building schemes, at an estimated cost of 
iJ.7m. He reduced these proposals to a building programme costing [15m. 
over seven years, an enormous amount in the money values of the day. Some 
[13m. of the total was to come from the Hospitals Sweepstakes. Not the least 
attraction of this source of capital to the Minister was that he had discretion 
over how the monies should be spent. He did not have to seek cabinet or the 
Minister for Finance's approval for its disbursement. The financial commit
ment to the programme from the Hospitals Sweepstakes was so great that it 
effectively consumed much of the funds put in trust to pay the deficits of the 
voluntary hospitals, and committed all future income solely to the pro
gramme. The voluntary hospitals and their consultant establishments were 
alarmed by the Minister's action, ~garding it as an act of piracy. They saw 
their increasing reliance on state funding as the death knell oftheir independ
ence. Particularly galling to the Dublin hospitals was the Minister's decision to 
give priority in the building programme to hospital projects in the provinces. 
The antagonism aroused among the Dublin medical establishment by the 
Minister's action played no small part in blocking his plans for a mother and 
child service. 

Much less thought had been given to the third major issue on the agenda for 
health reform when Dr Browne took up office: improving services for mothers 
and children. The objective of a free health service for all pregnant and post 
partum women and children up to sixteen years of age had been set out by the 
departmental committee on the health services and was facilitated by the 
Health Act of 1947. But little had been done to develop a consensus about the 
reorganisation of Irish general practice. Although private practice would 
n~main in theory, the coverage by a free scheme of all mothers and children 
would~ake private practice obsolete. What was more, the medical profession 
saw Dr Browne's scheme as the tip of the iceberg of a universal health service 
without fees for service; they knew there were plans in the Department, to 
which the Minister had publicly committed himself on a number of occasions. 
The doctors were detennined to resist his scheme at all costs. Their chief 
weapon was the influence of the Catholic Hierarchy, who agreed with the 
doctors' dislike of state medicine and was susceptible to their arguments that 
the scheme posed a threat to women's moral welfare. 

While the Minister found the tide flowing in favour of his campaign to 
control tuberculosis and to expand hospital accommodation, the current was 
strongly against his mother and child proposals. A wise sailor, faced with such 
an unfavourable tide, would have ensured at least that weather conditions 
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were favourable before setting out on his passage. Dr Browne, however, seems 
not to have appreciated the dangers ahead or ifhe did, did little to anticipate 
them. 

He did not, for example, secure cabinet agreement for the details of his 
scheme, but relied on a general discussion two years previously for authority to 
proceed. By the summer of 1950 when he circulated his proposals, he was no 
longer regularly altendingcabinct meetings. It was clear to his opponents from 
early on in the controversy that he did not have cabinet support. He had also 
fallen out with hi, Chief Medical AdviS(:r. Dr James Decoy (who first proposed 
the mother and child scheme) over the Minister's refusal to keep lines open to 
the medical profession - to play one section of medical interest olf against 
another, as Aneurin Bevan did so brilliantly in Britain's post-war ~bour 
government. On the contrary, the Minister seems to have gone out of his way 
to provoke the profession, most notably with the unsigned document The 
MolhtT and Child Sclumt - !J it Nttded? in which he attacked the money-making 
practices of doctors. Relations between Browne and his party leader, Sean 
MacBride, were increasingly strained and Browne lacked an independent 
power base. 

"Browne does not appear to have appreciated the scope for the profession and 
the Hierarchy to fonn an alliance against his scheme. In onc of the most extra
ordinary statements in the book, Dr Browne says that Cwhile I always believed 
that a conflict with the medical profession was nearly inevitable ... I had no 
reason to believe that there would be opposition from the Hierarchy.' The 
sentence shows a remarkable naivete about the influence of the Hierarchy in 
the health services and the tactics of the medical profession. Was the Minister 
not aware of the Hierarchy's intervention on the 1947 Health Act? Thejournal 
of his own profession referred to it, even ifhe did not see the ftles . Elsewhere in 
the book, Dr Browne refers to the Church's power in the health services, 
through the Catholic hospitals, the Catholic medical schools and their pre
dominantly Catholic staff. Surely he must have been aware that senior figures 
in the Irish Medical Association were lobbying the Hierarchy over his mother 
and child scheme, some of which was reported in the IMA Journal? 

Dr Browne's failure to anticipate and deflect clerical opposition before 
tadling the profession was, in retrospect, his greatest tactical error. There was 
room for compromise on the details of his scheme that would have saved face 
all round - as his successor Jim Ryan found - while still retaining the essence 
of the service. But that was not Dr Browne's way. He preff'J'red a dramatic 
shipwreck to careful navigation around the rocks. It will be a'matter for con
tinuing debate whether his shipwreck was a necessary catharsis' in Ireland's 
democratic progress, or an avoidable crisis that unnecessarily undermined 
confidence in the institutions of church and state. Against tht Tul, ca'rrjes the 
debate into another generation. " 
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5. Footnotes should be kept to a minimum. The most convenient treatment is to 
number consecutively and list them at the end of the article, although it is 
accepted that in some cases it will be simpler for the reader if they are given at the 
foot of the relevant page. 
6. References should be restricted to those necessary to sustain statements in the 
text or likely to be of value~ to general readerS.~ They sh~uld give the author's 
name with initials or first name, title, publisher or journal, date of publication 
and volume and page reference in the case of a journal article, as in the following 
examples: 
Ronan Fanning The Irish Department of FiTUlTlCe 1922-58 Dublin: IPA, 1978 

pp.30-35 
M. O'Donoghue 'Monetary policy' in]. A. Bristow & A. A. Tait (eds.) Eco':mic 

Policy i. Ireland Dublin: IPA, 1968, pp. 86-101 
Denis Greene 'Legal aspects of non-accidental injury to children' Administration 

27/4 (1979) 460-474 
7. If illustrations such as line graphs are included in an article, they should be 
submitted in finished form. 
8. Other points to note in preparing typescripts are as follows. 

• Spell out %, ego 51 per cent of the population, 33 per cent of GNP. 
• Use single quotation marks, ego 'The splendour fa11s on castle walls'. 
• Treat acronyms as a block without full stops, ego Ee, USA, DEeD. 
• Indent each paragraph in the typescript by three letter spaces, except after 

the title of the article, subheadings or after indented matter such as long 
quotes. 

• Use's' spelling rather than 'z', ego realise, economise, professionalise. 
• Treat dates as a unit without punctuation, ego 1 August, 30July 1957, 

10 April 1916. 
• Put reference numbers in the text in superior numbers, ego 'This allowed 

for a greater degree of concentration of studies.' i 
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