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INTRODUCTION
Four three-year national agreements have been negotiated between social
partners and government in the 1987-99 period. The situation today is very
different to that which faced the negotiators who agreed the first of these, the
Programme for National Recovery in 1987. At that time Ireland was in very
serious economic crisis, the country was spending far more than it was taking
in through taxation etc. and the dominant mood was one of gloom and
pessimism. Today the economy is referred to as the Celtic Tiger, unprecedented
economic growth and prosperity are assumed by many to continue for the
foreseeable future and the dominant mood is one of optimism. An additional
pillar of social partners (representing the community and Voluntary sector)
was added in 1996 to the original three (Employers, Trade Unions and Farming
organisations).
The challenges facing social partners in this time of optimism are very different
to those faced in 1987. Major questions must be addressed concerning the
vision of the future that will underpin an agreement. Some groups especially
the strong and well resourced, argue that they would do better if there were
no new agreement. Ireland is a long way from being a fully inclusive society.
Poverty, unemployment and social exclusion persist throughout the country
despite the economic growth. There are major new questions to be addressed
about issues such as social, economic and cultural rights, about governance,
about people's responsibilities in a time of prosperity. Answers to these
questions are urgently needed if social inclusion rather than social exclusion is
to be the hallmark of Irish society in the twenty first century.
This publication addresses some of these questions and proposes some
answers. In the first chapter entitled Building a Partnership Dermot McCarthy
describes the origins of Ireland's social partnership experiment. He outlines
the context within which the first programme agreed between the Government
and the Social Partners was developed. He goes on to identify the process by
which successive programmes have been agreed, implemented and
monitored. This paper identifies significant milestones in the process and
analyses aspects of its operation which have been of particular significance. It

goes on to suggest how the role of social partnership may ultimately be
evaluated. The paper concludes with an assessment of the challenges to be
faced in maintaining and developing the partnership process into the new
century.
In their chapter, entitled Social Exclusion and Social Partnership, economists
Brendan Kennelly and Micheal L. Collins assess the impact that the social
partnership agreements have had on social exclusion in Ireland during the
1987-1999 period. It begins with an economic overview paying close attention
to how social exclusion has changed in Ireland since 1987. It examines the
changes that have occurred in the labour market and in the distribution of
income during this period. It also analyses how social expenditure has evolved
in Ireland since 1987. This chapter draws on both international and Irish studies
to arrive at conclusions about the impact that the wage and tax agreements
have had on labour market outcomes in Ireland. The impacts of wage bargaining
within the social partnership process on employment levels, on wage inequality
and on the functional distribution of income are assessed.
Other aspects of social exclusion are also examined. The chapter concludes
by examining a number of possible scenarios for prioritising certain aspects of
social exclusion during the next round of negotiations in the social partnership
process.
In the third chapter, entitled Towards a New Vision of Social Partnership:
Values, Content, Process and Structure, Sean Healy and Brigid Reynolds
argue that the persistence of major problems despite substantial economic
growth in recent years is rooted in the development paradigm being followed
and its inadequate understanding of progress. They go on to present an
alternative which would be more likely to produce a just society. They argue
that a broader understanding of the concept of citizenship is necessary and
suggest the adoption of new progress indicators. This chapter makes concrete
proposals in the context of a new Social Partnership agreement to succeed
Partnership 2000. These include details on content with specific proposals for
three core programmes that should underpin any new agreement. They also
include details on the structure of negotiating such an agreement and the
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process of social partnership itself. Among other sources the authors draw on
the experience of CORI Justice Commission as a social partner throughout
the Partnership 2000 period.
The authors in the remaining four chapters address the question of priorities
for partnership in a new century from the perspective of specific pillars of
social partners. In chapter four Brian Geoghegan addresses the question from
employers' perspective and focuses on the implications of the social partnership
process for business within the context of EMU. In chapter five Patricia
O'Donovan provides a trade union perspective paying special attention to the
impact of the four agreements to date on a number of key strategic issues.
In chapter six Patricia O'Hara addresses the issue from the perspective of rural
Ireland and asks whether partnership structures have or can provide an effective
response to the problems of rural areas in Ireland. In the final chapter Katherine
Zappone and Susan McNaughton provide a community and voluntary sector
perspective. They raise some fundamental questions fashioned from their
experience of the practice of social partnership
The CORI Justice Commission expresses its deep gratitude to the authors of
the various chapters that follow. They contributed long hours and their obvious
talent to preparing these chapters. The Commission also wishes to express its
heartfelt thanks to Fr Michael Melvin, S.VD. and his Kairosteam who prepared
the book for publication. Finally, a special word of thanks to the Al B Investment
Managers whose financial assistance made this publication possible.

brigid Reynolds
Sean Healy
March, 1999
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Chapter 1

BUILDING A PARTNERSHIP*
Dermot McCarthy

INTRODUCTION
An Australian observer of Ireland’s recent economic development reported
that faith in social partnership as the key to understanding the origins of the
Celtic Tiger was professed as widely and with equal fervour as religious belief
in an earlier, less secular age.
There is no doubt that recent economic performance requires an explanation
which goes beyond traditional growth accounting. A recent review of our
performance concluded that “the large remaining residual in our analysis
suggests that factors not considered by our model have played an important
role and points us towards specifically Irish characteristics". I
In this paper I want to suggest that our experience of social partnership over
the past 10 years is central to understanding that performance. The paper
reviews the context within which social partnership emerged, the process
and structures by which it is carried on, the impact which can plausibly be
claimed for it, and concludes with an overview of issues in the development
of social partnership, taking account of external experience and domestic
challenges.

THE CONTEXT
The origins of social partnership can be traced to a variety of influences,
historical, cultural, political and structural. These include the long-established
tradition of voluntary collective bargaining involving employers and trade unions,
together with an activist approach to industrial policy dating from the late 1950s.

*The views expressed in the paper are those of the author.
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However, the specific context within which social partnership emerged in the
late 1980s in the form we know today, relates to the experience of the early
1980s, which was one of recession, falling living standards, rapidly rising
unemployment and emigration and a developing crisis in the public finances.
Between 1980 and 1987 total employment declined by almost 6%, while
employment in manufacturing fell by 25%. By 1987 the sense of fiscal crisis
was reflected in a debt/GNP ratio approaching 130%.
The immediate background to this performance was the earlier attempt to
maintain growth in the face of the international recession consequent on the
oil crises ofthe 1970s. The Exchequer Borrowing Requirement reached almost
16% of GNP in the late 1970s and early 1980s, while entry to the Exchange
Rate Mechanisms (ERM) in 1979 was intended to replace British with German
inflation rates. An attempt to achieve fiscal correction and disinflation in the
early 1980s through increased taxation rather than expenditure reduction,
completed the economic picture.
In summary, inflation and public borrowing were the mechanisms by which
competition between inconsistent claims on the output ofthe Irish economy
were resolved. O’Donnell has concluded that in this period there was a failure
to recognise the interdependence of the economy and society, between the
indigenous and the international economy, between the public and private
sectors and between the economic and the political, such that "by the mid1980s, Ireland’s economic, social and political strategy was in ruins, and its
hope of prospering in the international economy was in considerable doubt”.2
Underlying these failures of policy and management was the impact of EC/EU
membership on Ireland's manufacturing base, which in many sectors
experienced a dramatic collapse in the 1980s. Indeed, this shake-out, and the
subsequent development of the new foreign-owned, high productivity
industries, represented a uniquely large adjustment in the EU context, with a
dramatic impact on unemployment and the associated social exclusion.
In a longer term perspective, the apparent imbalance between different
elements of public policy, and between domestic economic activity and the
external environment, can be seen as a continuation of a set of structural
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problems of long standing. This vicious circle of under- development was
described by Mjoset as rooted in a weak national system of innovation
interacting with the experience of long-run population decline through
emigration.3
However understood historically, the mood of near despair in the mid 1980s
prompted an effort to find ways of escaping from the vicious circle of stagnation,
rising taxes and spiralling debt. This search, involving the social partners,
government departments and key analysts was centred in the National
Economic and Social Council which over the previous decade (building on
tripartite analysis and reflection going back a further decade and beyond) had
developed a capacity for strategic analysis and a respected role in policy advice.
That approach was based on the need to have a strategy to manage interlocking
elements of the economy and the behaviour of economic agents. Specifically,
this was based on the insight that moderate wage growth would underpin
international competitiveness, reverse the cycle of pressures on the public
finances and, by reducing inflationary pressures, lend credibility to the exchange
rate strategy reflected in membership of the ER.M.4
The recommendations contained in the NESC report provided a basis upon
which a new government and the social partners (who had participated in the
drafting of the NESC analysis) negotiated a Programme for National Recovery,
to run from 1987 to 1990. This followed the lines recommended by the
NESC and embodied, in particular, trade union support for a radical correction
of the public finances. In return, commitments were made that the real value
of social welfare payments would be maintained despite these fiscal corrections,
while reforms in income tax would help to maintain real living standards for
wage earners.
In addition to setting out these commitments, the PNR established a new
mechanism - the Central Review Committee - which provided a basis for the
monitoring of implementation of the commitments given, while providing a
new, high-level platform for dialogue between the government and social
partners on emerging issues of mutual concern.
In the negotiation of the PNR, a pattern was developed which has applied
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over the three subsequent Programmes (Programme for Economic and Social
Progress 1990-3; Programme for Competitiveness and Work 1994-6; and
Partnership 2000 1997-2000).

ELEMENTS OF PARTNERSHIP
In the period since 1987 there have been three subsequent reports from the
National Economic and Social Council reviewing performance over the
previous three years, setting out challenges to be faced in the period ahead
and recommending a strategic approach to the conduct of economic and
social policy in the following three year period.5 These have been produced
with the active participation of the social partners and drawing on the resources
of government departments. This has been a process of shared learning and
has been characterised by a willingness to appreciate and take into account
the perspectives and priorities of all of the participants. While ultimate goals
and tactical positions have not been abandoned by the participants, there has
been a striving for an inclusive overview of options, challenges and trade-offs
in the period covered by each of these strategy reports.
In the most recent two programmes, the analysis has been broadened by the
input of the National Economic and Social Forum, established in 1993 with a
brief to address in particular issues of social policy, exclusion and unemployment,
drawing on a wider range of social actors than the traditional social partners.
The negotiation of the three subsequent national programmes was conducted
against the background of the shared analysis and reflection carried out within
the NESC and the NESE The negotiating process was, in each case, informed
by an understanding of the strategic choices which were possible in the light of
external realities and internal trade offs. In short, there evolved distinct elements
in the Irish experience of social partnership in terms of:
-

strategy or the thinking on the substance of partnership;

-

structure, or the institutional framework for partnership;

-

culture, or the attitudes or behaviour of those involved.
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STRATEGY
The essential elements of the strategy which has underpinned the social
partnership were set out by the NESC in its 1990 report.6 There it identified
the requirements for a consistent policy framework in a small open economy
as being:
-

a macro-economic policy that secures low inflation
and steady growth;

-

an evolution of incomes which underpins competitiveness
while handling conflict over distribution without disrupting
the economy; and

-

policies to promote structural change, to adapt successfully
to the changing external environment.

In some respects, these can be seen as requirements for a successful national
system for innovation.
In the 1990s, the anchor for this set of internally consistent/externally
appropriate policies was seen as a non-accommodating exchange rate policy
based on meeting the entry conditions of EMU. With such an anchor, the
implications for structural reform in other areas - such as taxation, public finances
and product markets - were clear. However, the NESC did not see this as a
matter of technical economic management. It argued that such strategies can
only succeed with the active consent and participation of those affected, which
in turn requires a positive industrial relations atmosphere, and, more generally,
a sense of fairness in the allocation of burdens and rewards.
In summary, the NESC has argued that the main focus of policy analysis and
development should be on supply-measures which influence competitive
advantage and social inclusion, and on institutional arrangements which facilitate
the implementation of such measures.

STRUCTURE
The pattern of reflection, analysis and policy prescription developed on a shared
basis, followed by negotiations within mutually-understood frameworks, has
characterised the development of social partnership. The role of the NESC
and the Central Review Committee has been outlined above. The
complementary role of the NESF has reflected the concern to ensure the
fairness necessary for social cohesion, an essential underpinning to successful
policy implementation.
The output of this process can be seen at one level, in the published reports
of the NESC and NESF and the progress reports issued by the Central Review
Committee under the various Programmes. This is an incomplete picture in
at least two respects. Firstly, much of the result of the analysis and reflection is
internalised in the mutual learning of the participants, as a result of factors
described below. This has been described as "attitudinal structuring” which,
prior to negotiations, enables each participantto establish “what one reasonably
cannot and should not ask if a conflict is to be avoided”. It is grounded in what
has been called “the joint observation of unpleasant facts”, especially those
arising from external challenges.7
Secondly, the commitment to partnership and the deepening of consensus
has produced an extensive network of policy design and evaluation involving
government and the social partners. The great variety of working groups, task
forces and committees established under the various programmes are
testimony to the attempt to apply the policy learning process developed at a
strategic, national level to a variety of policy problems which have been identified
in the partnership process. These represent what Putnam calls “networks of
civic engagements” which nurture norms of reciprocity, facilitate
communication, improve the flow of trustworthy information and increase
the cost of defection.8 The argument is that the denser these networks of civic
engagement, the more a sense of duty and fairness based on mutual trust will
be developed.
Of particular significance have been attempts to extend and deepen the
principles of partnership from the national level to local areas and individual
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enterprises. In the PESP there was agreement on the need to bring a new and
co-ordinated approach to the problem of long-term unemployment, in
particular as experienced in a concentrated form in areas of disadvantage.
Twelve such areas were identified on a pilot basis and new mechanisms to co
ordinate the efforts of statutory authorities and the social partners, with the
active and equal involvement of communities concerned, were established.
These Area Partnership Companies were subsequently developed, with social
partnership support, as a specific strand of the national development strategy
supported by European Structural Funds since 1995.
While it may be still too early to evaluate the impact of such local partnership
arrangements, it is clear that they have had a significant benefit in encouraging
greater co-operation between interests and agencies with shared or interacting
objectives. Such local partnership processes have shown a capacity for
innovation in the design and delivery of programmes, a capacity for sharing of
experiences and best practice through new networking arrangements, an ability
to leverage resources from core programmes and to broker local collaborative
mechanisms, to bring new perspectives to programme review and evaluation,
and to influence, at least to some degree, the shape and focus of national
policies in relevant areas.9 At their best, these partnership arrangements have
pointed to a new model of action which is likely to be effective in addressing
the complex challenges of building economic competitiveness and social
inclusion in local communities, especially those characterised by cycles of
deprivation. Some have suggested that this experience is of profound
importance to the renewal of democratic governance, by combining new
sources of legitimacy and effectiveness.10
Equally, however, the fragility of partnership mechanisms with a substantial
operating mandate outside the framework of democratic accountability is
obvious.
At a minimum, the structures put in place to facilitate local development and
to tackle long-term unemployment have stimulated renewed thinking about
the role of local government, the links between local and national
administration, the need to develop strategic frameworks for local development
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and the challenge of linking what has been termed ‘participative democracy’
with ‘representative democracy’. Proposals for the greater alignment of local
development structures with local government in the period after 1999 suggest
a commitment to maintaining a partnership process as a fixed and essential
element in the system of governance.'1
The virtues of a partnership approach at national or local level are clearly
relevant to the challenge of maintaining competitiveness and cohesion at the
level of the individual firm. The impact of new technologies and new forms of
work organisation have made traditional “command and control” approaches
to management inappropriate. The need for greater flexibility and the
maximisation of the human resources available to the company has produced
a current emphasis on a less hierarchical, more participative form of
management. Flexibility of response in all dimensions of economic behaviour
in the firm point to the need for maximising employee commitment and
participation. This in turn requires the development of strategies and structures
which support participation and make it sustainable. In short, there is a need
for a new form of partnership between management and workers in
confronting the inescapable challenge of change.
A focus on partnership at enterprise level is a particular characteristic of
Partnership 2000, under which the National Centre for Partnership was
established to promote innovation and sharing of good practice. This has
involved the negotiation of partnership structures in the public service to facilitate
a modernisation programme, while in the private sector there has been a
rapid development of diverse partnership models involving, in many cases,
forms of gain sharing, including bonus systems, employee share holdings and
performance-related pay.

CULTURE
The behaviour and attitudes characteristic of social partnership have been
categorised by the NESF as “problem-solving”.12 This can be understood as a
process of deliberation that has the potential to shape and reshape the
understanding, identity and preferences of participants. It is more than a
bargaining process, since it involves a search for consensus in addressing the

trade-offs both between and within interest groups in addressing joint problems.
The strength of this process has been seen to lie in the fact that “participants
are obliged to explain, give reasons and take responsibility for their decisions
and strategies to each other, to their rank and file, and to the general public...
The knowledge that “we will meet again” (game theorists speak of a “shadow
of the future”) helps to instill patience and trust, and encourages a search for
“win-win” solutions”.13
The consensus arises out of the problem-solving approach, rather than being
a pre-condition for it. O'Donnell has defined it as “a provisional consensus to
proceed with practical action, as if a certain analytical perspective was correct,
while holding open the possibility of a review of goals, means and underlining
analysis".14
If this is more than bargaining, then neither is it corporatism as traditionally
understood, namely “the regulation of capitalism through co-ordination by
bargains struck between the major organised interests at national and at plant
level”.15 Indeed, the corporatist structure which developed in a number of
European countries over past decades has been threatened by economic and
industrial changes that have made bargaining through centralised, organised
interests more difficult. Relations between Government and social partners in
this context are certainly post-corporatist and may be better described, at
least in the Irish case, as a form of concertation.

THE IMPACT OF SOCIAL PARTNERSHIP
Even with the radical decline in the study of classics, there is still widespread
awareness that post hoc does not mean propter hoc. Nevertheless, a striking
contrast between economic and social performance in the period since the
current model of social partnership emerged and the decade which preceded
is striking.
A number of contrasts in performance bring this out:
(I) A Current Budget Surplus last year of £ 1,109m compared with
a deficit of £ 1.4 billion in 1986;
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(2) An Exchequer Surplus of £747m in 1998 as against an Exchequer
Borrowing Requirement of over £2.1 billion over 10 years ago;
(3) Unemployment reduced from 17.5% to under 7% during the
past decade;
(4) An average annual inflation rate of only 2.8% since 1987 contrasting
markedly with rates of up to 20% in the early 1980s;
(5) A National Debt/GDP ratio of almost 120% in 1986 compared
with an estimate of 52% for 1998; and
(6) GDP growth last year of 9.5% compared with an EU average of
only 2.8% and an OECD average of just 2.2%.
This contrast is more clearly seen from the trends in economic growth,
employment, inflation and current government financial balances set out in
the attached graph.

Indicators of Economic Progress
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However, this is not to suggest that the story over the past decade has been
entirely positive, nor that it has been solely due to the partnership process.
The persistence of long-term unemployment, the evidence of significant rates
of poverty and social exclusion reflecting a tendency towards widening
inequalities across the full range of income levels, regionally imbalanced growth,
and significant gaps in infrastructure all point to an uneven societal performance,
however striking the economic performance. That strong economic
performance, in turn, clearly owes much to a number of structural factors
which have been operating quite separately from the social partnership
approach to economic management and industrial relations. The cumulative
impact of relatively recent increases in educational provision and participation,
the benefits of participation in the Single European Market, the capacity for
rapid expansion in the labour force and, crucially, high rates of overseas
investment in high growth, high productivity sectors have all played an important
part in Ireland’s growth over recent years. Nevertheless, it must be said that a
number of these factors were in place prior to 1987. They did not result in
the strong performance seen over the past decade it is difficult to resist the
conclusion that their impact was, at the very least, facilitated by the conditions
produced through social partnership. In particular, the credibility of economic
strategy, and the stability and predictability of multi-annual policy commitments
and wage agreements provided a very attractive environment for development,
not least to overseas investors.
Clearly, it was not, and is not necessarily the case that social partnership
agreements will secure strong economic and employment performance. That
can be expected only when the terms of such agreements reflect the objective
realities of global competition and an internally consistent approach to interacting
policies and behaviour. Recent performance is, however, highly suggestive of
a policy mix and an approach to the behaviour of key economic sectors which
met these criteria in a way which was not true of many of our European
partners over the same period.
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SOCIAL PARTNERSHIP AND ITS CRITICS
Despite the strong and widely-voiced support for social partnership, the
approach has its critics. Some analysts who argued that it couldn't work have
shifted to saying that it shouldn't work, complaining that while it was acceptable
in practice, it doesn't work in theory. In reality, many traditional perspectives
on how economies work and how public policy should thus be framed, find it
hard to cope with the more institutionalist approach which underpins social
partnership.
Others have argued from a point of principle that social partnership represents
an affront to democracy. In 6 Cinneide's critique of recent Irish experience,
he condemns the partnership agreements, on the grounds that they damage
democracy. 16 There are a number of observations which might be made in
this regard. Firstly, the four largest parties in Dail Eireann have each participated
in Government and operated social partnership arrangements with enthusiasm.
Changes of government have proceeded without a need to re-negotiate social
partnership agreements.
However, it is clear that government plays a critical role in this social partnership
process. That is reflected in the clear recognition that government is not just a
primus inter pares. It is government which issues the invitation to participants
on each occasion to commence the negotiating process. It is government
which in effect determines the limits within which partnership structures can
operate. It has been argued that “concertation not only needs the discipline of
the market.... it also needs a shadow of hierarchy, i.e. the legal and political
near-certainty that public authorities take corrective action if need be... A ‘strong’
practice of social concertation needs a ‘strong’ state”.17 Irish Governments
have felt free to depart from the terms of agreements, both in respect of pay
and other matters, and to take a robust approach to policy innovation outside
the framework of partnership. Nor is there any evidence of a reduced level of
political competition or political accountability in respect of the ways in which
widely-shared goals, expressed as objectives of social partnership agreements,
are pursued.
A more fundamental point relates to the modes of action in which the
institutions of the state can be effective in pursuing the goals of public policy.
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Globalisation, reflecting technological, organisational and societal changes, has
had a profound effect on the efficacy of traditional levers of economic
management. The reality is that “states have fewer capacities autonomously
to set macro-economic conditions and targets, and are subject to greater
international constraints”.18 Engaging in concertation with organised interests,
whose economic power and moral influence on public opinion subsist
irrespective of social partnership arrangements, may represent a new
instrument of public policy to replace those which are no longer - if they ever
were - effective. The results of contrasting approaches by the European partners
to the attainment of fiscal balance, social cohesion and sustained competitiveness
in the face of the economic integration challenge represented by EMU is
instructive in this regard.
It remains true of course, that social partnership arrangements will merit
criticism, both at the level of principle and practice, if the analytical premise on
which they are based ceases to reflect reality, or if the terms of the trade-offs
between different interests and agendas become skewed, or if the Government
were to cease to exercise an effective leadership role. It is in the meeting of
these challenges that the future of social partnerships must lie.

A FUTURE FOR SOCIAL PARTNERSHIP?
The challenge to the future of social partnership can be inferred from the
experience of other European countries with a strong historical record of
corporatism or concertation. Reviews of their experience have shown that an
unduly rigid adherence to established procedures and formulae can produce
outcomes so disastrous that they lead to a repudiation of the policy routines
which gave rise to them, however venerable.19
A particular challenge is posed by the gathering pace of globalisation. It has
been suggested that such integration “may be erodingthose sectoral institutions,
between market and state, which underpinned competitive strength, and may
be replacing them with internationalised sectors governed primarily by private
networks and corporate hierarchies”.20 In such a scenario, there may be a lack
of capacity on the part of domestic agents to engage adequately in joint problem
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solving on an effective basis, and thus a lack of capacity for social partnership.
Some have suggested the need to develop social partnership at an international
level, and specifically at an EU level, in response to this.21 Proposals for a
European Employment Pact and for European-level wage bargaining, however,
difficult to manage on a sustainable basis, or indeed to reconcile with the
principle of subsidiority, have been canvassed.
On the assumption that efforts to sustain partnership will primarily continue at
national level, a number of challenges arise.
Firstly, there is the problem of institutional fatigue. After twelve years there
may be a sense of staleness about routines and procedures. Some may feel
that their own interests would be better served through alternative
arrangements. Others may feel that the demands expressed by others
represent too high a price for agreement. There may, in short, be a willingness
to risk the consequences of failure to renew or redesign our social partnership
arrangements.
A second, and related factor, is the effect of the elapse of time on those managing
the social partnership process. New faces may take, or feel the need to take,
a new approach. Institutional memory about the origins of social partnership,
and its pre-history, may be weakened.
Thirdly, there may be an absence of a sufficient shared understanding of the
problems and challenges to be faced in the period ahead. That may extend to
a failure to agree the terms of the trade-offs which are possible and desirable
in responding to those challenges. This maybe reflected in particular difficulties
in agreeing an appropriate strategy for the evolution of incomes, in the public
or private sector, or both.
A fourth factor, which reflects all of the foregoing, is the challenge of reaching
agreement in the context of strong economic performance. As pointed out at
the beginning of this paper, the origins of social partnership lie in a sense of
despair at a pervasive sense of economic failure. Apparently durable economic
success may weaken the search for consensus and may encourage the belief
that much looser frameworks are possible, and even desirable. Clearly, such
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views would be a cause for worry if they were based on an underestimation
of the significance of the external competitive challenge - both in terms of cost
competitiveness and product innovation, or the internal challenge of social
cohesion, in terms of a price to be paid for deepening equality and social
exclusion.
A particular challenge arises from the status and legitimacy of organisations
participating in the social partnership process. While issues of legitimacy and
representativeness are voiced most commonly in respect of the community
and voluntary sector,22 the NESF pointed out that they apply to all social
partners.23 The challenge of maintaining appropriate linkages between national
representation and local reality is but one example of the difficulties in sustaining
a social partnership role. As O'Donnell has put it: “while success traditionally
depends on power resources, information is the key resource that a modern
social partner brings to the table. In the place of the old form of bargaining,
there are new forms of public advocacy: analysis, dialogue and shared
understanding the role of representation has weakened. Mobilising; organising
and solving problems (with others) are the feature of effective social partners”.24
It follows that a renewed model of social partnership requires renewed social
partners.
Finally there is the issue of the role of Government and Government
Departments in sustaining the process. In steering the process of shared
reflection and analysis, in developing more effective policies to address priority
needs, and in sustaining new approaches to policy design through shared
problem-solving, a heavy burden rests on the machinery of state, and the
public service in particular. The process of public service renewal expressed in
the Strategic Management Initiative was largely born of the social partnership
experience, and is designed to equip the public service to play these roles
effectively. Traditional roles in allocation, administration and regulation have to
be replaced by more delicate roles in the areas of monitoring, communication,
brokerage and policy innovation.
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CONCLUSION
It would be as wrong to exaggerate the contribution of social partnership to
Ireland's performance over the past decade, as it would be to underestimate
it. The evidence suggests that the process that was developed has served the
needs of the country well in managing a particularly important transition to a
new set of relationships in Europe in the context of a global economy. But the
challenges of internal and external balance can never be met in any final way.
The quality of the life of our people, and the health of our democracy, will rest
in no small measure on how Government and the social partners alike respond
to the challenge of entering the new Millennium as the agreement incorporating
the framework of social partnership, which has evolved over the past 12 years,
expires.
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Chapter 2

SOCIAL EXCLUSION AND
SOCIAL PARTNERSHIP*
Brendan Kennelly and Micheal Collins

INTRODUCTION
Ireland instituted the first of four social partnership agreements in 1987. In a
context of deep despair in Irish society, the social partners hammered out an
agreed strategy to escape from the cycle of real stagnation, rising taxes, and
exploding debt (O'Donnell and Thomas, 1998: I 18). While the agreement
contained provisions on a wide variety of economic and social policies, the
central aspect of this and subsequent agreements was an incomes policy. In
each of the agreements, workers agreed to accept moderate increases in
gross wages in return for government promises to reduce income taxes and
to maintain the real value of social welfare payments. The success of the
economy in the last twelve years has led many analysts to place great emphasis
on the contribution of the social partnership agreements. Gray (1997: xxii)
argues that the partnership approach to income policies underpinned a number
of the key determinants of Irish growth. One of the peculiar aspects about the
partnership agreements in Ireland is that they were introduced at a time when
income policies had attained a bad reputation internationally among both
academic economists and policy makers. It was widely agreed that, on the
one hand, they limited the potential of market forces in directingthe allocation
of labour between sectors and, on the other, they were difficult to enforce for
more than a short period (Bean, 1997: 105).
This paper assesses the impact that social partnership agreements have had
on social exclusion in Ireland during the past eleven years. Social exclusion is a
multifaceted concept and we concentrate in this paper on particular aspects of

* We are grateful to Eamon O'Shea for helpful suggestions.
The usual disclaimer applies.
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it, namely exclusion from work and exclusion from consumption possibilities.
The paper begins by reviewing comparative work on the relationship between
wage bargaining institutions and economic outcomes. We show that this is a
complex relationship and simple conclusions are difficult to find. In the following
section we examine what has happened to social exclusion in Ireland since
1987/8 (the first agreement was signed in October 1987 but its provisions on
wage increases only came into effect in 1988). We examine the changes that
have occurred in the labour market and in the distribution of income during
this period. In assessing the impact of social partnership agreements we follow
a dual approach. We examine the extensive international literature on the
relationship between wage bargaining institutions and economic outcomes.
We also use the large number of studies that have assessed, either directly or
indirectly, the impact of the social partnership agreements on labour markets
in Ireland. Changes in employment levels are one important indicator of the
effects of a wage bargaining system; others are changes in wage inequality and
changes in the functional distribution of income. We examine both of these
and assess the impact of the partnerships on these variables. The second
agreement (the PESP) contained proposals for the establishment of partnerships
at a local level. These were designed to tackle problems of social exclusion at
a local level and are one example of active labour market policies being pursued
in Ireland. We assess the usefulness of different active labour market policies.
The paper concludes by making a number of recommendations for reducing
social exclusion during the next few years. We suggest that the values
underpinning increases in social welfare payments should be reassessed. We
suggest that opportunities for socially useful work should be developed so
that on the one hand social needs would be satisfied, and on the other, long
term unemployed could be reintegrated into the labour force. Finally we
recommend that consideration should be given to different forms of solidarity
taxes which would reverse the trend in recent budgets which have given
larger than average benefits to high income earners.
Before turning to the analysis, two brief caveats should be mentioned. Our
focus is confined for the most part to the impact of the social partnership
agreements on labour market outcomes. Many analysts have argued that the
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main impact of the agreements has been on the policymaking process in Ireland
(see O'Donnell, 1998b; O'Donnell and Thomas, 1998; Taylor, 1999). While
that may well be the case we do not assess those arguments in this paper. We
are also aware that social exclusion is a far more complex concept than our
concentration on labour market outcomes and income distribution in this paper
suggests (See Atkinson, 1998 and Barry, 1998 for discussions of the conceptual
difficulties in defining social exclusion). Our justification is that whatever else
social exclusion includes, the inability to participate in work and to enjoy
minimum levels of consumption implies that functioning's that are fundamental
to well-being are not being satisfied.

I WAGE BARGAINING INSTITUTIONS AND LABOUR
MARKET OUTCOMES.
The dramatic and sustained increase in unemployment in most industrialised
countries in the 1970's led researchers to examine possible links between
unemployment and labour market institutions. The research on the relationship
between labour market outcomes and wage bargaining institutions forms part
of what has been labelled as the New Institutional Economics. This is based
on a number of propositions and assumptions - countries differ in terms of
economic outcomes in various ways; advanced capitalist countries have very
different labour and other institutions; institutions can and should be analysed
with the standard microeconomic analysis; institutions can evolve and be
developed which foster co-operative behaviour.
With regards to wage bargaining, the first attempt at studying the link between
institutions and economic growth (and unemployment) was made by Mancur
Olson in 1982. He used his theory of interest groups to analyse how groups
such as trade unions might behave in different institutional settings. Trade unions
that were organised on a craft basis had an incentive to ignore the effects of
wage increases on inflation. While they would reap all the benefits of any
increase in wages, they would incur only a small part of the costs of an increase
in inflation. By contrast, if unions were encompassing - either with regard to
the whole economy or with regard to a firm (as in the case of a company
union) - they would have an incentive to take into account the effect of their
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wage demands on either the whole economy or the firm. An encompassing
trade union that represented a large proportion of the workers in an economy
would internalise the external effects that excessive wage demands might have
on the rest of the economy. Olson argued that support for his theory could
be found in the different growth rates of countries such as the UK where
craft-based unions predominated, and Sweden and Austria where
encompassing unions bargained at the level of the economy (Olson, 1982:
90-91).
Olson's analysis focused more on growth rates than on unemployment. In an
influential study published in 1988, Calmfors and Driffil claimed that there was
a systematic relationship between the degree of centralisation in wage bargaining
institutions and unemployment. They argued that real wages will be set lower
under both centralised bargaining (because of internalisation of the effects on
inflation of wage increases) and strongly decentralised bargaining (because of
competition) than under intermediate centralisation (where both forces are
likely to be weak).
Subsequent research showed that the emphasis on formal centralisation may
have been misplaced. Soskice (1990) argued that wage bargaining systems
could be highly co-ordinated even if they were decentralised (Japan was an
example). Calmfors (1993) showed that a given level of formal centralisation
will mean different degrees of effective centralisation depending upon the
openness of the economy.
In a number of recent papers Alesina and Perotti (1997a, 1997b) have used
the centralisation of labour institutions as a key explanatory variable in their
analysis of successful fiscal adjustments. In their model, distortions caused by
fiscal policy depend on the institutional features of labour markets. When the
labour market is highly centralised, unions are able to internalise the link
between higher taxation and welfare benefits, This effect is strengthened if the
government itself is involved in the wage negotiations. Alesina and Perotti
regard Ireland as a good example of how a successful fiscal adjustment has
occurred in a way that is consistent with their model (see below).
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Much effort has been spent in trying to empirically test the theories outlined
above. In a recent lecture Freeman (1998: 13-14) notes that consistent stable
relations have not been found between labour market institutions and
economic outcomes. For example, the Calmfors-Driffil hypothesis, which had
a strong empirical basis in the second half of the 1980's, now seems outdated.
Indeed the 1995 Employment Outlook of the OECD concluded that "the Ushaped hypothesis (that countries with intermediate levels of co-ordination or
centralisation do poorly) simply does not stand up to the data". Freeman claims
that "there are sufficient differences in the ranking of countries in centralised
bargaining scales by analysts and changes in ranking over time to suggest that
we need some more basic taxonomical research before trying to reach grand
generalisations about the relation between institutions and outcomes"
(Freeman, 1998: 14). Indeed his description of the Irish wage bargaining system
as "some industry-based wage-setting with a bit of national co-ordination" is at
odds with what most Irish researchers would say, and illustrates his point
about the need for more taxonomical research.
A recent paper by Nickell tests a number of hypotheses that have been
developed to explain the differences in unemployment rates in OECD
countries. One of the explanatory variables used by Nickell to explain variations
in unemployment in the late 1980's and the first half of the 1990‘s is a measure
of the level of co-ordination in wage bargaining. This variable is significant in
cross-country regressions. Incidentally, Ireland is ranked along with the UK
and the US on co-ordination in labour markets in Nickell's paper even though
it covers the early 1990's when the social partnership process was in place.
According to the OECD, three countries in the EU have developed successful
employment policies in recent years (the UK in addition to Ireland and the
Netherlands). When one examines what has happened to labour market and
social welfare policy in these countries, what is striking is how little reform
there has been in Ireland compared to the other two countries (Kennelly and
O'Shea, 1998: 203-206). Freeman notes that the link between the reforms
and the successes hardly fits the OECD Jobs Study recommendations. The
OECD disagrees. It claims that the successful countries have undertaken
reforms that limit the bargaining power of labour market insiders and that this
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was done with the co-operation of the social partners in Ireland and the
Netherlands (OECD, 1998: b). Most Irish observers would argue that the
power of the trade unions in Ireland has increased since 1987, particularly
when one takes into account their influence (through the partnership process
and the monitoring process that goes with it) on policies on tax, social welfare,
etc.
There is a methodological problem with many of these studies, which is
particularly important for assessing the impact of a significant change in a
country's wage bargaining institutions. Studies that assess the relationship
between institutions and economic outcomes typically use a single measure
to capture whatever institutional feature is being considered. This means that
they cannot assess the effect of changes in institutional structure such as may
have occurred in Ireland in 1987.
Vandenbroucke (1998) argues that successful employment policies require a
willingness to accept some discipline with regard to the growth of the average
wage level. He points out that employment volume has improved steadily
over the past ten years in the Netherlands and that the consistent policy of
wage moderation since 1982 (when the Wassenaar Accord was signed)
explains much of the success. The differences between wage setting in the
Netherlands and a country such as Belgium are not simply a matter of the
hardware of bargaining institutions only (for example they get the same score
on co-ordination in Nickell's analysis). Vandenbroucke (1998: 44-46) claims
that part of the explanation for the difference in outcomes in these countries
lies in the "software" of collective bargaining, i.e. the beliefs and ideologies of
the agents involved.
The central dilemma facing policy-makers in Western and Northern Europe
has appeared to be that there is a fundamental trade-off between equity or
equality and an expansion in employment. Vanderbroucke suggests that the
Dutch experience indicates that successful egalitarian employment policies are
possible. He maintains that they depend upon two critical internal constraints
- a willingness to redistribute from highly-paid (skilled) workers to lower-paid
(skilled) workers, and a willingness to accept some discipline with regard to
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the growth of the average wage level. (It is worth noting that while earnings
distribution has remained relatively stable in the Netherlands during the 1980's
recent evidence from the European Community Household Panel survey
suggests that income inequality has increased significantly in the Netherlands
between 1987 and 1993 (Callan and Nolan, 1999: 10-1 I)). It could be argued
that in Ireland only the second precondition has been present. Few of the
agreements have involved significant lump-sum wage increases and tax reform
has alternated between cutting tax rates and reducing the taxes paid by those
with low incomes, with most of the benefits being received by those on higher
incomes (see below). The egalitarian aspect of the Irish policies is that workers
(insiders) have been willing to share the benefits of the economic expansion
with outsiders (people outside the labour force or the unemployed).
Even if systematic relationships between labour market institutions and
outcomes were discovered it is not clear what the policy advice would be. As
a practical matter wage-bargaining systems are very difficult to reform (Snower,
1997: 34). A nation's capacity for wage co-ordination depends on a variety of
societal organisations that have evolved out of a long historical process and
may not be amenable to political engineering (Hall and Francese, 1998).

2 LABOUR MARKET AND ECONOMIC OUTCOMES IN
IRELAND, 1987-98.
In this section we assess the impact of the social partnership agreements on
labour market outcomes in Ireland since 1987. Not surprisingly a large amount
of analysis has been done in this area. As we explained in the introduction we
concentrate on identifying what has happened to certain aspects of social
exclusion during the past twelve years. We examine changes in outcomes
such as unemployment, wages, and the earnings and income distributions.
Active labour market policies have been important elements in the last three
partnership agreements and are frequently suggested as the best way of
combating social exclusion. We review the effectiveness of polices in this area
that have been introduced in Ireland.
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2.1 WAGES AND EMPLOYMENT/UNEMPLOYMENT
The basic terms for private sector workers under each of the partnerships are
laid out in Table 2.1. These are nominal wage increases. The essential idea in
each of the four agreements since 1987 is that unions have agreed to moderate
wage demands in return for reductions in income taxes. Cahill and O'Toole
(1998: 228) argue that the most significant change in the Irish taxation system
since 1987 has been the reduction in personal taxation. Real average industrial
earnings increased by 10.5% between 1987 and 1997. However because of
tax reductions the real increase in net pay for a single person on average
earnings was 22.6%. Walsh (1998) points out that between 1988 and 1995
the central wage agreements allowed for nominal pre-tax wages to increase
by 25%. This would have resulted in a mere 0.5% rise in real wages. However
real wages increased by around 9%, reflecting the additional effect of local pay
negotiations, and reductions in income taxation caused real after-tax wages to
increase by almost 20%. The trade-off between nominal wage increases and
tax reductions fits easily into the framework proposed by Alesina and Perotti
(1997b). An important feature of each of the agreements since 1987 has
been its length. The incomes policies that were implemented in Ireland in the
1970's were typically of 12 or 15 month duration. They are generally regarded
as having failed to address the critical macroeconomic issue of the time
(inflation).
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Table 2.1: percentage nominal wage increases agreed under each of the
partnership agreements.

PNR

PESP

PCW

P2000

1988

2.5

1989

2.5

1990

2.5

1991

4.0

1992

3.0

1993

3.75

1994

2.0

1995

2.5

1996 (Jan. - June)

2.5

1996 (July - Dec.)

1.0

1997

2.5

1998

2.5

1999 (Jan. - Sept.)

1.5

1999 (Oct.- Dec.)

1.0

Source:

Leddin and Walsh, 1998

Notes:

PNR: Programme for National Recovery
PESP: Programme for Economic and Social Progress
PCW: Programme for Competitiveness and Work
P2000: Partnership 2000

The wage increases agreed between the government, unions and employers
are not binding, so an important question is the degree of compliance. Evidence
from trade union sources suggests a very high degree of compliance with the
terms of the first two agreements. A survey carried out by Industrial Relations
News found that over 90% of 550 companies surveyed complied strictly with
the terms of the PESP (Sexton and O'Connell, 1996: 84). NESC compared
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the increase in average earnings in the manufacturing sector with the terms of
the pay deals and found that pay drift under the PNR had averaged around
1.5% per year but was significantly less under the second and third agreements
average earnings. (Pay drift was defined as the difference between average
nominal increases in earnings and the terms of the pay deals). This trend
continued in the first year of Partnership 2000 (1997) when average earnings
in manufacturing increased by 3.5% compared to the 2.5% agreed between
unions and employers. The most recent earnings data indicates that average
earnings have been increasing at 5.1 % per annum (see Figure 2.1) compared
to an increase of 2.5% under Partnership 2000.

Figure 2.1: The Agreed Partnership Wage Increases and Average
Annual % Increases in Weekly Manufacturing Earnings, 1988-1998.

1988

"

1989

1990

1991

1992

1993

Average Earnings Increase

1994

1995

1996

1997

1998

Agreed Partnership Increases

Sources: Tansey, 1998:161 and “Economic Review and Outlook 1998”, Department
of Finance, Summer 1998:23.
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More recent evidence casts doubt on the degree of compliance with the
agreements. A survey carried out by Geary in 1996/7 found that 44% of
respondents said that pay awards had exceeded the terms of the national pay
agreements during the 1991 to 1997 period (cited in Barrett et al. 1999: 95).
There was a sharp difference between the responses of union and non-union
firms with the latter being much more likely to have agreed pay increases in
excess of the pay deals. The degree of compliance with the pay deals by
different categories of workers is unclear. The Industrial Relations News found
in 1992 that basic pay was far more likely to be determined at an individual
level for managerial and professional workers than for industrial workers (Taylor,
1999: 18). There has also been an increase in contract employment. Forfas
(1997) estimates that permanent full-time employment in the manufacturing
and international financial services sector increased by 27.6% between 1988
and 1997, while temporary, part-time and short-term contract employment
in Forbairt and IDA Ireland companies rose by 164.5% in the same period. It
is unclear how wages of contract employees have evolved.
There has been a number of attempts by economists to econometrically test
the effect of the wage agreements on wage inflation. Durkan and Harmon
(1996) examine the effects that different wage agreements have had on wage
inflation and unemployment in Ireland. They estimate a conventional wage
equation for Ireland covering the period 1949 to 1991. The results indicate
that the early wage agreements (pre-1978) added very significantly to wage
inflation, but not much to unemployment, and the later agreements reduced
both wage inflation and unemployment. They find some evidence that
unemployment was exerting downward pressure on wage rates, and that this
was operationalised via the system of centralised bargaining.
A more recent analysis by Fitzgerald (1999) argues that the impact of the
partnership approach to wage formation may have been less significant than
many have assumed. He notes that both wage rates and labour costs in Ireland
experienced sharp increases relative to those in the UK between 1960 and
the end of the 1970's. Since then, these variables have fluctuated only a small
amount and these fluctuations have been primarily due to exchange rate
movements. He tests a number of models in an effort to explain the pattern
of growth in Irish labour costs, using data from 1960 to 1994. He concludes
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that market forces have driven the evolution of Irish wage rates, and that
there is little or no evidence of a structural break due to the introduction of
the partnership approach in 1987. He suggests that the impact of the partnership
approach to wage formation has been less significant than many have assumed
and that the partnership approach served more to validate the results which
market forces had made inevitable (Fitzgerald, 1999: 21). Walsh (1998) and
the OECD (1993, 1997) have also argued that the high level of unemployment
and an elastic labour supply were the key factors in achieving wage moderation
rather than centralised wage bargaining.
Figure 2.2 shows the rate of unemployment (both total and long-term) in
Ireland since 1988. Figure 2.3 shows the rate of increase in employment over
that period. While the latter has been consistently above the EU average
during the period in question, it is only in the past four or five years that the
rate of unemployment has fallen. The rapid decline in the unemployment rate
in the past few years has surprised many analysts and has even led to some
declaring that Ireland has now got virtually full employment. It is not clear to
us why an unemployment rate of about 7% should be defined as "full
employment". The unemployment rate in Ireland is well belowthe EU average
but it remains considerably higher than that in countries such as the Netherlands
and Austria. It is also worth noting that participation rates in Ireland remain
below the EU average and that several countries in the EU have participation
rates much higher than Ireland.
There is continued disagreement among Irish analysts over the contribution
of the centralised wage agreements to the level of unemployment. The most
sustained intellectual support for centralised wage bargaining has come from
the NESC. Each partnership agreement has been preceded by an important
strategy report from the NESC and these reports have typically formed the
basis of the "shared understanding" that many have argued are a necessary
component of successful incomes policies. NESC has argued that a critical
element for successful economic policy is an orderly system of incomes
development. The advantages according to NESC are that this ensures a
continued improvement in competitiveness, resolves distributional conflicts
and accords with the idea of fairness (NESC, 1996: 95).
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Figure 2.2: Unemployment Rates in Ireland and the European Union and The Long term
Unemployment Rate in Ireland, 1988-1998.

1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998
- - - -% Irish Total Unemployment

-------% Irish Long Tern Unemployment

------- % EU Unemployment
Sources: Irish Figures from Labour Force Survey (ILO definitions) various issues and
special CSO calculations. European figures from OECD Economic Outlook,
Dec. 1998.

Figure 2.3: % Employment Growth in Ireland and the European
Union, 1988-1998.

1988 1989 1990 199l\992 1993.1994 1995 1996 1997 1998

—— Irish Employment Growth - - - - European Employment Growth
Source: OECD Economic Outlook, Dec. 1998.
Note: Figures for 1998 are estimates.
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There was relatively little change in unemployment between the beginning of
the social partnership process and the end of the second agreement in 1993.
During this period (1988-1993) the agreements were criticised by some Irish
economists for preventing the flexibility in wages that a high unemployment
rate demanded. For example, Walsh argued that following the expiry of the
PESP in 1993, no attempt should be made to enter into a new national wage
agreement (Walsh, 1992: 93). He argued that national wage agreements
interfered with the efficient functioning of the labour market and in any case
that their contribution to moderating real wage growth was questionable.
The desirability of flexible wages is an issue that continues to exercise the
minds of economists, particularly in the context of fixed exchange rates in the
EMU countries. One suggestion is that a portion of wages should be paid in
the form of a bonus that is linked to exchange rate movements (de Butleir et
al, 1995). The main problem with this suggestion is that it ignores the fact that
the labour market is not a bourse and that the social context affects the labour
market (Freeman, 1998: 12; Solow, 1990).
There is a strong association between the risk of being unemployed and one's
education level. Table 2.2 shows that over 60% of the unemployed in 1997
had not completed a leaving certificate whereas over 60% of the employed
had done so. The long-term unemployed are even more likely to have low
educational qualifications. The problem is exacerbated by the fact that the
children of people with low educational qualifications are themselves more
likely to leave school early. Thus the interaction of long-term unemployment
and low educational attainment may develop into a hysteresis problem (Barry
and Hannan, 1997).
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Table 2.2: educational qualifications of the employed and unemployed, 1997

Primary

14.7

28.6

Junior Secondary

24.4

35.0

Leaving Cert.

32.2

25.4

Third-Level Non-University

15.3

6.8

Third-Level University

10.6

3.5

100.00

100.00

Total

Source: CSO - derived from Labour Force Survey

2.2 THE DISTRIBUTION OF EARNINGS
A critical issue in assessing the impact of centralised wage agreements is their
impact on the distribution of earnings. The best available evidence on the
distribution of gross earnings in Ireland compares the earnings distribution in
1987 and 1994 (Barrett et al. 1997, 1999). Table 2.3 contains the decile ratios
of gross earnings for selected countries for the late 1980's and early 1990's.
The results indicate that dispersion in the earnings distribution increased
significantly between these years and that the increase in dispersion in Ireland
was the highest among fourteen countries for which comparable data was
available. Comparing wage dispersion across countries for 1993 or 1994 Barrett
et al found that Ireland's distribution was more skewed than that of any other
EU country with the exception of the UK. Barrett et al. note that these results
are somewhat surprising given that there were collective wage agreements in
force for most of this period (the PNR came into effect in 1988). In addition
there was a large increase in the supply of skilled labour in Ireland during this
period, which would have tended to dampen any tendency for dispersion to
increase because of shifts in the demand for labour towards skilled labour.
Barrett et al. found that the most important factor in explaining the increase in
earnings dispersion has been increases in the returns to education. Thus more
education confers a double benefit - it makes getting a job more likely and it
increases the chances that the job will be highly paid.
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Another way of capturing the inequality in the wage distribution is the extent
of low pay. Nolan and Hughes found that 14.1 % of Irish workers earned low
pay where the latter is defined as less than half of median weekly earnings for
full-time workers. International comparisons on the extent of low pay are
problematic due to differences in definitions etc. Nolan and Hughes compared
the percentage of full-time employees earning less than two-thirds of median
weekly earnings in Ireland with that in fifteen OECD countries. The percentage
in Ireland (24%) was exceeded only by that of the United States (Nolan and
Hughes, 1997: 8). The extent of low pay can be seen in the estimates by the
Department of Finance that the last budget would remove 80,000 taxpayers
from the tax net.
Table 2.3: Trends in earnings distribution, Ireland and selected countries, 198794: Ratio of top decile to bottom decile, gross earnings

Canada

4.44

4.20

-0.24

Germany

2.54

2.32

-0.22

Belgium

2.44

2.24

-0.20

Finland

2.52

2.38

-0.14

Japan

3.15

3.02

-0.13

Sweden

2.09

2.13

0.04

Australia

2.81

2.87

0.06

Netherlands

2.53

2.59

0.06

France

3.19

3.28

0.09

United Kingdom

3.20

3.31

0.1 1

New Zealand

2.92

3.05

0.13

Austria

3.47

3.66

0.19

Italy

2.42

2.8

0.38

Ireland

3.67

4.06

0.39

Source: Barrett et al. 1999, Table 3
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A feature of the increase in wage dispersion is that it is not reflected in sectoral
earnings, at least within the manufacturing sector. If we look at manufacturing
industries and changes in both net output and average industrial earnings
between 1985 and 1997, the correlation between these variables is negative
(data is available for 31 different industries). There is far more variation in net
output across manufacturing industries during this period than in average
industrial earnings (as measured by the coefficient of variation). For example,
gross industrial earnings in both the pharmaceutical and data processing
industries increased by less than the average industrial earnings even though
both of these industries recorded increases in net output of over 500%.
An analysis of real gross earnings by industrial workers in seven manufacturing
industries found that there was a much higher degree of concordance in real
earnings increases across these sectors in the period 1987 to 1993, than
between 1981 and 1987 when wages were determined by free collective
bargaining (Sexton and O'Connell, 1996: 64). NESC (1996: 109) analysed
wage dispersion between manufacturing sectors and found that, apart from
1991, dispersion was lower under the partnership agreements than between
1981 and 1987. They note however that the data refers only to manufacturing
workers, and therefore might not reflect what had been happening to wages
in the services sector where most of the increase in employment has occurred.
They also note that wage dispersion within the public sector has increased.
Figini and Gorg( 1998:9) also show that wage inequality between manufacturing
sectors has declined since 1987. This wage dispersion must have increased
within sectors. In the past year or two evidence suggests that wages of some
skilled workers have risen at a faster rate than those of unskilled workers. For
example, the CSO has recently reported that skilled operatives in the
construction industry received wage increases of 18.1% in the year up to
June 1998 whereas unskilled workers received an increase of 5.1%.
For some economists the findings that wage dispersion increased while national
wage agreements were in force is something to be welcomed. In its 1993
survey of Ireland, the OECD had expressed concern that the centralised system
of wage setting might have made it difficult for the economy to respond to
external shocks. In its 1997 survey, it argued that the increase in wage dispersion
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indicated that a typically negative feature of centralised wage bargaining has
not occurred in Ireland (OECD, 1997: 155). Fitzgerald (1999) refers to the
significant differences in the growth in wage rates in individual industrial sectors
in recent years as reflecting the importance of market forces in determining
wage rates.
Table 2.4, which is taken from a recent paper by Philip Lane, shows that there
have been dramatic changes in the functional distribution increases in the share
of business income between 1987 and 1996. There has been a significant
decline in the wage share in Ireland since 1987. This has fallen from 74.9% in
1987 to 65.2% in 1996. The wage share in Ireland, which had been around
the EU average for many years, is now considerably lower (Sweeney, 1998:
160). The timing of the fall in the wage share suggests that the centralised
agreements are an important factor in explaining the change (Lane, 1998:
228). There is some disagreement as to how much of this fall is due to increased
profits earned by multinational companies in Ireland (See the comment by
Kennedy on Lane's paper). The benefits of this increase in profit share are that
it increases the potential for more investment that in turn results in more
employment. Walsh (1998: 23) argues that the rising share of profits has
attracted more foreign direct investment.
Table 2.4: wage and profit shares of business income, 1987-1996

1987

74.9

25.1

1988

72.2

27.8

1989

72.2

27.8

1990

69.6

30.4

1991

69.6

30.4

1992

71.2

28.8

1993

69.9

30.1

1994

69.3

30.7

1995

66.3

33.8

1996

65.2

34.8

70.0

30.0

Average 1987-1996
Source: Lane, 1998.
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It would be instructive to know the distribution of the increased profits among
Irish companies. While there is a case that Irish companies who are competing
internationally "need" or "deserve" profits in order to compete effectively, such
a case is more difficult to make for companies in the non-traded sector,
particularly given the barriers to effective competition that remain in many of
these sectors.

2.3 POVERTY AND INCOME DISTRIBUTION
Table 2.5 shows the changes in the distribution of income that occurred in
Ireland between 1987 and 1994. Evidence on inequality and the distribution
of income is only available for 1987 and 1994. This is particularly unfortunate
given the rapid economic growth during the past four years. Summary measures
of the distribution of disposable income indicate that there was little change in
the distribution between 1987 and 1994 (Callan and Nolan, 1999: I I; Collins
and Kavanagh, 1998). We can use indirect evidence to indicate what has
happened to the distribution of income since 1994. Figure 2.4 shows the
gains for different hypothetical individuals as a result of the national wage
agreements and budgets since 1987. The figure shows that the largest gains
were achieved by the highest earners.
Table 2.5: the distribution of disposable income, 1987 and 1994/95 (%)

Bottom

2.28

2.23

-0.05

2nd

3.74

3.49

-0.25

3rd

5.1 1

4.75

-0.36

4th

6.41

6.16

-0.25

5th

7.71

7.63

-0.08

6th

9.24

9.37

+0.13

7th

1 1.16

1 1.41

+0.25

8th

13.39

13.64

+0.25

9th

16.48

16.67

+0.19

Top

24.48

24.67

+0.19

Totals

100.00

100.00

Source: Collins and Kavanagh, 1998:173.
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We can also extrapolate from recent budgets to estimate what has happened
to the distribution of income since 1994. Callan et al (1998) compare actual
changes in social welfare payments and in income taxes to a benchmark case.
The benchmark is defined as one where all taxes and social welfare payments
would have been indexed to the growth in earnings. The analysis shows clearly
that budgetary policy has allowed the incomes of welfare recipients to fall
further behind average incomes and has particularly favoured top income
earners (Callan et al, 1998: 26).

Figure 2.4. Distribution of Gains from Budgets and agreed Pay Increases, 1987-1999.
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Table 2.6 contains the percentages of individuals and households under different
poverty lines in 1987 and 1994. The poverty rate for households and persons
fell with the 40% line, was broadly stable with the 50% line, and rose with the
60 per cent line. Simply counting the percentage of households or individuals
under a given poverty line has limitations as a summary measure of poverty
(Callan et al. 1996). Measures which take account of the depth and distribution
of poverty fell between 1987 and 1994. An alternative way of expressing this
point is to calculate how much extra social expenditure would be necessary
to bring all households in Ireland up to 50% of average income. The European
Commission estimates that an increase of 7% in social transfers in 1993 would
have been sufficient to bring all households above the 50% line (European
Commission, 1998: 86).
Table 2.6: percentages below relative poverty lines in Ireland, 1987 and 1994

40% line

50% line
60% line

% of households

8.9

7.0

% of persons

1 1.8

10.7

% of households

17.6

16.9

% of persons

21.8

22.7

% of households

27.7

33.3

% of persons

32.2

35.2

Source: Callan et al, 1996
It is widely accepted that income adequacy on its own may not be a satisfactory
measure of exclusion. A household's command of resources will be strongly
influenced by long-term factors, which are affected by the way resources have
been accumulated over time. Callan et al. (1996: I 16-7) combine information
on income with indicators of deprivation and the results are contained in Table
2.7. There was a slight fall in the percentage of households who experienced
both income poverty and basic deprivation between 1987 and 1994. Atkinson
(1997) notes that it is possible to interpret poverty statistics in radically different
ways. His overall judgement is that economic poverty remains a significant
problem in Ireland.
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Table 2.7: percentage of households below relative income thresholds and
experiencing basic deprivation in 1987 and 1994
% Below income line and:

Relative income line
40% line

Experiencing enforced

Experiencing enforced lack

basic deprivation

of two or more items

1987

1994

1987

1994

3.3

2.4

2.0

1.7

50% line

9.8

8.9

6.6

6.0

60% line

16.0

14.9

10.7

9.0

Source: Callan et al.

996:1 16.

The European Commission has compiled a database that compares social
protection expenditure (SPE) in each of the member states. The latest year
for which figures are available is 1995 and these show that SPE was equal to
20% of GDP in Ireland compared to 28.5% in the EU as a whole. The general
tendency is for social expenditure per head to be higher in richer countries
although there isn't a one-for-one relationship between SPE and GDP For
example in 1995 GDP per capita in Ireland was about 91 % of the EU average
but SPE per head was about 65% of the EU average.

2.4 ACTIVE LABOUR MARKET POLICIES.
Each of the last three partnership agreements has contained detailed proposals
on active labour market policies (ALMP's). These are designed to speed the
transition from unemployment to employment and their inclusion in the recent
agreements reflects the strong support from various social partners for these
policies. We review the impact of these policies in this section.
There has been a considerable increase in the number of people on various
active labour market policy schemes in Ireland in recent years (see Table 2.8).
By 1997 Irish ALMP's catered for almost I I 1,000 participants, over 7% of
the labour force, while expenditure on these measures equalled 1.75% of
Gross Domestic Product (GDP), a figure which is significantly above the 1996
OECD average of I % (O'Connell, 1998: 41). Within the OECD, only Sweden
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and Denmark spend more on active labour market intervention measures.
While various reasons have been forwarded to explain the growth in numbers,
including the availability of EU funding (Tansey, 1998: 133), the main reason
seems to have been deliberate policy changes made by successive governments
(Walsh, 1998: 3; Murphy, Deloitte and Touche 1998).
Table 2.8: costs and participation rates for Irish ALMP's

Source: Calculated from Murphy, Deloitte and Touche (1998) and O'Connell (1998: 42)
General training schemes provide basic training and are primarily focused on
those with poor education qualification including young school leavers, women
intending to re-enter the labour market, older long-term unemployed males
and the disabled. In 1997 the average cost per participant was £8,900, which
was higher than thatfor any other active labour market programme. Evaluations
of these programmes have indicated that they achieve low placement rates.
O'Connell and McGinnity (1997: 84) found that only 32% of participants had
secured work within two months of completing a general training scheme
and that after eighteen months this figure had only marginally increased to
36%. International studies have reached similar conclusions. However, Sexton
and O'Connell (1996) maintained that under conditions of skills' shortages,
these schemes do generate additional employment, a point of particular
relevance in the current economic expansion. They also argued that general
training schemes redistribute employment opportunities to less advantageous
labour market participants.
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Specific skills training programmes focus on enhancing the skills of the
unemployed to match those skills that are demanded by potential employers.
Candidates selected to participate in these courses are often short-term
unemployed and have some relevant skill-base. O'Connell and McGinnity
found that placement rates from these programmes were 58% after two
months and that even when account was taken of relevant individual
characteristics like age, initial skills and duration of unemployment, the results
still reflected very high and sustained placement rates (1997: 84, 94). These
results are consistent with those achieved in comparable international research.
Three types of employment subsidies have been used in Ireland. These are
subsidies to employers, subsidies to employees and subsidies to the selfemployed. While O'Connell and McGinnity (1997: 84) establish that these
schemes had a high placement rate of 64% after two months, the evaluation
literature gives the schemes a mixed review. The first two of these subsidy
measures comprise of direct payments and exemption from social insurance
contributions for employers and the Back to Work Allowance scheme for
employees. The net benefit of these schemes has been questioned because
of high dead-weight losses and substitution effects associated with the
implementation of these subsidies. Martin (1998: 21) found that these
amounted to around 90% in Australia, Belgium, the Netherlands and Ireland.
While such a figure may be considered as a very high short-run cost, there is
growing evidence that the long-run position is more favourable. Martin and
O'Connell and McGinnity (1996: 14) both conclude that the programmes
achieve "other goals" such as serving to help the long-term unemployed regain
contact with the labour market, gain work experience, maintain their skills and
build up a more positive motivation towards work. In light of these other
goals Martin maintains that the existence of small or zero net employment
gains is tolerable (1998: 21).
An overall more positive opinion exists for subsidies provided to unemployed
individuals towards the establishment of small businesses; however both the
Irish and international experience is that these have been small in number.
Martin noted that the figures for the long-term survivability of these jobs was
encouraging and that particular employment gains were experienced by male
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participants in the 30-40 age bracket who possessed high levels of education
(1998: 21).
Evaluations of public or community employment schemes suggest that they
have had little success in helping unemployed participants achieve permanent
jobs on the open labour market. O'Connell and McGinnity (1998: 84) reported
that only 22% of participants had achieved jobs eighteen months after
completing the schemes. These results are far from encouraging given the
relatively high provision cost of £5,291 per person for these schemes and
given that over 50% of all those individuals involved in ALMP's are attached to
these programmes. However, O'Connell (1998) cautions against concluding
that these programmes are of no value and consequently should be
discontinued. He maintains that for many of the disadvantaged unemployed
these schemes offer the only hope of eventual reintegration into the active
work force. Martin (1998: 21) noted that these schemes can be used as a
"work test" for the unemployed which may help reduce employer uncertainty
about the employability of long-term unemployed job applicants. Overall he
concludes that the benefits of these schemes, which are small in the overall
context of the programme, were particularly relevant in periods of economic
recession when aggregate demand is depressed and hence job vacancies scarce.

3 DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
During the past twelve years a series of social agreements has been introduced
in Ireland. The series included an incomes policy in the following limited sense
- that wage increases and tax reductions were agreed for periods of three
years. The agreements also included specific commitments to social welfare
levels of payments. They have been in force during a time of rapid economic
expansion that has seen large increases in employment which has eventually
led to significant reductions in the level of unemployment. The available data
indicates that there was limited change in relative poverty between 1987 and
1994. There was a decline in the depth of poverty and the level of transfers
needed to reduce poverty declined between 1987 and 1994. In the same
period the evidence indicates that there was a significant increase in wage
dispersion in Ireland. We know also that there was a sharp increase in the
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profit share since 1987. The agreements can be described as an egalitarian
employment policy in the following sense. Workers have been willing to forego
the wage increases that their insider power might have achieved under free
collective bargaining in return for increases in employment. Earnings dispersion
increased during this period - so the altruism has not been within the workers'
group (which would have meant efforts to reduce wage inequality) but between
the workers' group and those without work (initially those outside the labour
force but now more likely the unemployed).
The recommendations that follow focus on a number of issues that arise from
the analysis in the previous sections. They include the need to re-examine the
continuing priority given to economic objectives over social objectives; the
need to re-examine social welfare policy in the light of twelve years of rapid
economic growth; the need to reduce long-term unemployment; the need
to ensure that the continuing inequalities in wages and incomes are reduced.
The conceptual framework underpinning the four partnership agreements is
one that accepts that progress on social objectives must remain dependent
on economic growth. For example the sections on social welfare payments
typically mention "as resources permit" when referring to the attainment of
particular objectives. Economic growth has obviously resulted in a significant
increase in living standards for a very large number of people in Ireland. Yet
the paradigm that claims that economic growth will benefit everyone can be
critically questioned (Healy and Reynolds, 1996, 1998). The increase in living
standards has led to a rapid expansion in the gratification economy without
any or much reference to what, if any, social needs are being satisfied. There
is a need to have explicit targets on social objectives - not simply as a by
product of economic growth - but as an end in themselves (see O'Shea et al.
1998).
One way in which social objectives can be developed in an equity and efficiency
enhancing manner (assuming that efficiency is defined with regard to need
rather than preferences) is to develop the social economy. There have been
several reports published recently that have explored the potential of the social
economy to simultaneously reduce long-term unemployment and address
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the under-provision of essential social and public goods in communities in
Ireland (O'Shea et al. 1998; Report of Partnership 2000 Social Economy
Working Group). This will require support on both the supply side and demand
side. We will just mention two issues in this context. One is that the
development of the demand side for personal services through voucher
schemes should be explored on a pilot basis. Personal services include childcare
and care of the elderly as well as activities such as public safety, environmental
protection and recreational activities. An important aspect of the markets for
personal services is that they are relatively immune from competition from
either machines or international trade (Dreze and Sneessens, 1997: 271).
One possibility is that households who hire long-term unemployed to perform
personal services would be able to claim a deduction on their income taxes.
The second issue concerns the supply side. Evidence from various parts of
Ireland suggest that while progress has been made in many places in developing
organisations to produce personal services many of these organisations lack
the resources to develop. One possibility is to encourage (or compel) private
companies to make transfers to social economy projects. These transfers may
be either financial or they could take the form of lending of human resources
to social economy projects. This is already happening on a voluntary basis in
some companies (Sabel, 1996). But given the large profits earned by many
companies in Ireland, particularly those in the sheltered sector, far more can
be, and should be, done in this area. To take one obvious example, many
social economy projects are struggling to obtain seed finance at a time when
the combination of a booming economy and limited competition produce
very large profits in the banking sector.
The issue of the adequacy of social welfare payments will continue to be
critical for the large number of people who, notwithstanding the reduction in
the number of people on the live register, will continue to rely on social welfare
for most or all of their income. We need to think again about what values
should underlie our social welfare system. In the last twelve years the
recommendations of the Commission on Social Welfare were one of the
main influences on the development of social welfare policy. In the last budget
all social welfare payments have reached the levels recommended by the
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Commission. O'Donnell (1998a) has argued that one of the main reasons
why the partnership approach has been successful is that the negotiating
partners have been willing to leave aside discussion of underlying values. While
this may have had advantages in some areas, its disadvantage is that some
issues such as adequacy of social welfare payments require or demand some
discussion of values. One way of framing the choice facing Irish society is to
ask whether we want to continue being a country with social expenditure a
relatively low proportion of GDP or whether we want to devote more of the
available resources to those who rely on social welfare (Callan et al. 1998: 35;
Atkinson, 1997: 34). In this respect it is worth reiterating that countries that
spend more on social welfare tend to have lower poverty rates. A recent
paper by Kenworthy found that countries with more generous social welfare
policies since 1960 tended to have lower poverty rates (both absolute and
relative) in the early 1990s.
The Commission's recommendations date from 1986, when national income
was far lower than it is now, and are nearing irrelevance. An alternative to
basing social welfare policy on some independent standards is to introduce a
link between social welfare levels and gross earnings (Callan etal. 1996; Callan
et al. 1998). There are data problems with this approach but at least it would
indicate a society's willingness to ensure that, at a minimum, the income of
social welfare recipients would not fall in relative terms. There used to be
such a link in the UK and the increase in poverty in the UK during the 1980's
was caused in part by the break in that link. It used to be argued that as a
society we could not afford to spend more resources on reducing poverty or
inequality. Whatever the merits of that argument in the past, it is clear that the
resources to reduce poverty significantly are available and that the question of
directing those resources in the appropriate way is a choice that Irish society
can no longer hide from.
We have argued earlier that describing the social partnership agreements as
incomes policy is a misnomer in that while they make suggestions for the
evolution of wages and social welfare levels, they say nothing about how
profits should evolve. In an open market-based economy it is impossible to
make predictions about how profits are likely to change in the future. What, if
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anything, should be done when profits increase much more than wages or
other incomes, as has happened in Ireland during the past ten years? One
possibility is profit sharing. Lane (1998: 236-7) discusses the merits and
disadvantages of profit sharing. Sweeney (1998: 251) notes that companies in
Ireland have been relatively slow to develop profit sharing. It is important to
distinguish between profits earned in different sectors. Many economists have
noted that much of the service sector in Ireland is sheltered from foreign
competition (Barry and O'Toole, 1998). The government is committed to
reducing corporation tax in Ireland to 12.5%, which will further increase the
profits of companies in the sheltered sector. In a rapidly expanding economy
there is no justification for the owners of fixed resources earning extra normal
profits when that sector remains closed to the entrance of new firms.
Given the commitment to reduce corporation tax, other taxes should be
examined in order to increase the progessivity of the tax system. The arguments
in favour of a property tax have been stated many times (see Cahill and O'Toole,
1998). An alternative to a property tax would be a tax on wealth (Wolff, 1996).
While comprehensive studies of the distribution of wealth in Ireland are
unavailable for recent years, anecdotal evidence from the various tribunals
would suggest that there are large concentrations of wealth in Ireland. The
argument against wealth taxes is that they discourage investment and will result
in capital flight.
As we saw in the previous section, the presence of the national wage
agreements has not prevented the dispersion in earnings increasing. One issue
is that there are no sanctions against firms or workers for agreeing wage
increases higher than the nationally agreed norm. Two possibilities that might
address these issues as well as raise some revenue which will be needed to
fund extra redistribution to low wage-earners and social welfare recipients
are a tax-based wage policy and a solidarity tax on wage income. A solidarity
tax is a tax on higher incomes that would fund redistribution. There is a strong
case that the next partnership agreement should focus more resources on
redistribution (see Gray and Clarke, 1998 for other ways in which greater
equity could be achieved). The solidarity tax could be a temporary measure
on incomes that are 150% of average income. They would also have a role in
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ensuring that inflation does not become a problem in Ireland. Before the last
budget there were several warnings that tax cuts targeted at the lower paid
should not be introduced because of inflationary pressures. But none of these
warnings pointed out that a revenue-neutral tax cut was possible and in a
rapidly expanding economy might have been the more appropriate policy.
Given the distribution of earnings in Ireland, the question is what if anything
should be done about it? One possibility is that low wages are subsidised either directly or through an expanded family income supplement (as in the
last UK budget). In effect an income tax shifts the locus of redistribution from
the labour market to fiscal policy. Theoretical analysis suggests that this will
probably be more successful under a centralised wage system. Consideration
should also be given to the possibility that a solidarity tax would apply at a
lower level of income for public sector workers. Since public sector workers
have greater security of employment than their private sector counterparts
they should be forced to pay more of the costs of an egalitarian wage
determination process. This would also compensate for the fact that public
service wages have risen faster than private sector wages in the last ten years.
We have noted already that none of the partnership agreements contained
sanctions against firms that paid wage increases higher than what was agreed
by the social partners. One way of introducing sanctions is a tax-based incomes
policy. These were devised in the 1970's (see Okun, 1981). Basically the idea
was that firms that increased average wages by more than some nationally set
norm would have to pay an extra tax. This tax could be an increase in
corporation tax. The rationale is that in an economy where wage setting is to
some degree interdependent then firms that award wage increases higher
than average impose an externality on the rest of the economy. There is a
danger in the next few years that wage increases above the nationally agreed
norms will become "headlines" that other groups will try to follow and a taxbased incomes policy might reduce this danger.
The significant decline in the number of people who are long-term unemployed
is very welcome. We can now focus active labour market policies on
guaranteeing that everyone who wants to has an opportunity to participate in
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either the productive or social economy (see O'Shea and Kennelly, 1996:
130-139). If extra resources are guaranteed to individuals who are unemployed
we believe that they have a responsibility to take up the opportunities that are
so provided. The previous recommendations have suggested various ways in
which the revenue needed might be raised. We now address the issue of
which active labour market policies should be developed (this section draws
on O'Connell, 1998).
The provision of greater job search assistance and counselling activities should
be encouraged, particularly for those classified as long-term unemployed.
Similarly, easier reintegration paths towards employment should be developed
for the long and medium-term unemployed. These should include greater
participation in market orientated training schemes and the provision of both
enhanced certification and training advancement opportunities. Resources
should also be allocated towards the immediate profiling of all new benefit
claimants, with the purpose of identifying those with the highest risk of becoming
long-term unemployed. These claimants could be rapidly attached to a suitable
ALMR thereby speeding up their re-entry into the active workforce. Greater
targeting of training schemes, both in terms of the candidates chosen and the
types of training pursued, should also occur. Finally concepts such as re
employment bonuses and allowing the unemployed to transform their
entitlements into either training or recruitment vouchers should be assessed.
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Chapter 3

TOWARDS A NEW VISION OF
SOCIAL PARTNERSHIP:
VALUES, CONTENT, PROCESS
AND STRUCTURE
Sean Healy and 8rigid Reynolds

Social partnership is at a crossroads. Four national agreements have been
negotiated and implemented over the 1988-99 period. The aims that guided
social partnership during the negotiations that produced the first programme
have been achieved. A new vision is required to underpin social partnership
in a new century. In this paper we outline some of the values, content, process
and structure we believe should underpin social partnership in the years ahead.

A QUESTION OF PARADIGMS
Elsewhere the present authors have argued (1998) that the dominant paradigm
of development and progress is causing huge economic, social and cultural
divisions between nations and within nations. It is presumed that everyone in
a world population twice as large as it is today can reasonably aspire to and
achieve the high-consumption lifestyle enjoyed by the world's affluent minority
at present. This kind of progress and development is unattainable.
Environmental degradation, encroaching deserts, unemployment, stan/ation,
widening gaps between rich and poor, exclusion from participation in either
decision-making or development of society: these are the global realities
confronting decision-makers today. Economic globalisation and environmental
stress are accompanied by social inequality and endemic deprivation.
An alternative paradigm is needed. A paradigm is a model or framework from
which analyses, decisions and actions flow. It contains core beliefs and
assumptions. One of the key elements in the maintenance of a paradigm is
the values-set underpinning it. The paradigm will continue to reign while the
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underlying values and assumptions go unchallenged.
A shift of paradigm requires a shift in values. This requires firstly a naming of
the dominant values shaping current policy. Secondly, it requires a discussion
on what constitutes the good life for citizens. What makes a life a good one for
the person living it? What are the values and assumptions that would produce
a society which would ensure the good life for citizens?
This raises a question concerning the possibility of having a “core morality”.
While it is possible to identify similar responses from people living in different
geographical and cultural areas to events like war, genocide, famine etc., is it
possible to devise a process of debate which would arrive at an agreed
articulation of this “core morality”?
We can take heart from the efforts of eminent and committed international
bodies to formulate a global ethic. Worthy of particular note is the work of the
Council of the Parliament of the World’s Religions in Chicago (Kung and Kuschel,
1993) which was supported in principle by a report of the InterAction Council
of former State Presidents and Prime Ministers under the chairmanship of the
former German Federal Chancellor Helmut Schmidt (1996). These former
leaders are convinced that there will be no better global order without a
global ethic.
The core of a global ethic adopted by this body of world leaders has two basic
principles:
•

every human being must be treated humanely

•

what you wish done to yourself do to others.

On the basis of these principles the InterAction Council affirms four irrevocable
directives on which all religions agree.•
•

Commitment to a culture of non-violence and respect for all life the age-old directive: you shall not kill! Or in positive terms: have
respect for life!

•

Commitment to a culture of solidarity and a just economic order -

58

the age-old directive: you shall not steal! Or in positive terms: deal
honestly and fairly!
•

Commitment to a culture of tolerance and a life of truthfulness the age-old directive: you shall not lie! Or in positive terms: speak
and act truthfully!

•

Commitment to a culture of equal rights and partnership between
men and women
-

the age-old directive: you shall not commit sexual immorality!

Or in positive terms: respect and love one another!
In 1992 the United Nations Organisation Commission on Global Governance
was established. In its report in 1995 entitled Our Global Neighbourhood, it
highlights the connection of rights with responsibilities. Reflecting on this report
Kung (1997) summarises the rights of human beings as:
the right to a secure life, equitable treatment, an opportunity to earn a
fair living and provide for their own welfare, the definition and
preservation of their differences through peaceful means, participation
in governance at all levels, free and fair petition for redress of gross
injustices, equal access to information and to the global commons.
Kung notes that “hardly ever has it been stated in an official international
document that concrete responsibilities, human responsibilities, are associated
with human rights” He goes on to quote the report (Commission on Global
Governance 1995). At the same time, all people share a responsibility to:
-

contribute to the common good

-

consider the impact of their actions on the security and welfare of
others

-

promote equity, including gender equity

-

protect the interests of future generations by pursuing sustainable
development and safeguarding the global commons

-

preserve humanity’s cultural and intellectual heritage

-

be active participants in governance

-

work to eliminate corruption. (Kung, 1997:226)
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In arguing that right relationships should be the basis for a global ethic the
present authors noted (1998) the centrality of relationships in the universe
and how this is influencing the "new physics”. As the physics of mechanics
shaped the thinking of the Enlightenment it is appropriate to allow the inter
relational thinking of the new physics to inform intellectual developments of
today. A new world-view is required which recognises that not only living
systems but also inanimate matter are interconnected. This idea of interlinkage
calls us to form relationships. Human development is about forming right
relationships. These relationships are multidimensional. They include right
relationship with self, God, family, institutions and the environment. A new
paradigm is required which would produce a society where these right
relationships are facilitated and encouraged. Right relationships are formed
when people and institutions actively acknowledge the rights of each other
and honour their responsibilities to participate in developing a society where
the values of equity, participation and inclusion are paramount. A just society is
one that is structured in such a way as to promote right relationships so that
human rights are respected, human dignity is protected, human development
is facilitated and the environment is respected and protected.

CITIZENSHIP
How might this ideal for society be made concrete? How might this new
paradigm of right relationships and our earlier comments on the development
of a global ethic and the balancing of rights and responsibilities be incarnated in
a meaningful and tangible way? We suggest the idea of citizenship as a concept
that could capture the imagination of many and lead to a healthy debate.
Citizenship is more than holding a passport and voting. Aristotle saw the role
of the citizen as “participation in givingjudgement and in holding office” (Aristotle
: 1275a22). Given this definition, Aristotle would regard most of us who rely
on representatives to run our affairs for us as barely citizens at all; he would
condemn modern democracy as insufficiently “participatory". A different view
of political involvement is suggested by Attracta Ingram. She argues that the
life of the citizen need not be given over to political activity as a fulltime
commitment.
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A part of what that good life assures is that people need not be
dominated by the good of political participation. While some will
undoubtedly find their own flourishing in vigorous political participation,
others can dedicate their energies to the pursuit of sport, or caring for
others, or scholarship, or marketing, or art, or whatever. For politics
to be one form of human flourishing, albeit one that is significant for all
the others, the institutions that express the common interest in
autonomy must be strong and their guardians virtuous.
When they are not, politics should dominate the lives of all citizens, for
the time it takes to resolve a political crisis or undo corruption. But
normal politics may be conducted within the framework of institutions
that represent the general interest (1994:166).
Ingram goes on to give an outline of the citizen. The outline encompasses
four main features:
•

that each citizen has an equal right to the liberties, opportunities,
and powers of citizenship

•

that the citizen is incomplete outside relations to others, so
citizenship cannot be defined through the provision of rights of non
interference by a minimal state

•

that their interdependence means that citizens must stand to each
other in relations of mutual concern and respect expressed in their
co-operation in a just state

•

that their necessary mutuality and reciprocity is shown in citizens’
acceptance of dialogue rather than force or deception to settle their
political arrangements and resolve the conflicts that arise from time
to time (1994:171).

Ingram identifies six principles that are needed to support this image of citizen.
•

The principle of the rule of democratic law. People need to be able
to pursue their plans and projects confident of their own physical
security and the long-term forbearance of others.
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•

The principle of limited moral establishment. Neil MacCormick
states the principle as follows:
state powers may be and ought to be exercised so as to
enforce moral requirements, but only those which are
other-regarding duties of respect for persons, and only to
the smallest extent necessary to securing for all the
conditions of self-respect as autonomous beings
(MacCormick : 35).

•

The principle of publicity. The point and workings of the political
order should be open to view, in the sense of being available for
public examination and assessment. The social order should be
transparent.

•

The principle of integrity. This operates by protecting various
freedoms of expression and access. These range from freedom of
conscience and freedom of thought to freedom from censorship,
surveillance, and brainwashing.

•

The principle of moral rights against the state. This principle
constrains the principle of the rule of democratic law by insisting
that majority rule be adopted only as checked by an institution of
individual rights. It asserts a common civil status in the name of
which unacceptable discrimination is outlawed.

•

The principle of strong social provision. Society as a whole makes
provision for certain goods for all on the basis of need and regardless
of individual contribution (Ingram, 1994: 168f).

Ingram looks at the question whether the constitutional base must include
social provision for needs of members, other than security from interference
or bare subsistence. She concludes that social provision should cover a more
comprehensive range of needs.
She goes on to say that "Many of these are the subject of ongoing political
determination, as circumstances, resources, and self-interpretations change”.
The present authors argue that in the context of Ireland the Constitution
should make provision for social, economic and cultural rights. These should
include
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•

The right to sufficient income to live life with basic dignity

•

The right to work

•

The right to appropriate accommodation

•

The right to basic healthcare

•

The right to relevant education (We recognise that the Constitution

•

The right to participate in the cultural life and heritage of their

does provide for basic education)
community and wider society. This includes the right of minorities
to have their culture respected
•

The right to participate in shaping the decisions that affect their lives.

Social partnership is one structure that provides an opportunity for many voices
to be heard at the table of decision-making in Ireland. This structure benefited
greatly from the inclusion of the voluntary and community sector in 1996. In
a recent publication Fred Powell and Donal Guerin review the contribution of
the voluntary sector to civil society and to the person her/himself. They note
the capacity of the voluntary sector to offer a unique opportunity for
members of the public to participate in civic-minded activities...the
voluntary sector offered special qualities or enhanced citizenship that
could not be replicated by increased public expenditure on statutory
services (1997:97).
There is still much work to be done to ensure partnership structures facilitate
genuine participation by all groups in society.
To conclude this section we can say that historically there are two major
traditions underpinning the development of the understanding of citizenship
(Heater, 1990; Oliver and Heater, 1994; Held, 1987). One sees citizenship in
terms of rights (Marshall, 1950; Doyal and Gough, 1991; Ginsburg, 1994).
This comes from the liberal political tradition which emerged in the seventeenth
century. It views civil and political rights as the means by which the state
guarantees the freedom and formal equality of individuals. The second tradition
sees citizenship in terms of obligation (Mead, 1986; Novak et al., 1987). This
emerged from the civic republican tradition of classical Greece. It goes back as
far as Aristotle and views political participation as civic duty and emphasises
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responsibilities. These two different approaches have been conceptualised as
“citizenship as a status" versus “citizenship as a practice” (Oldfield, 1990).
The first of these prioritises the individual citizen, while the second emphasises
the wider society (Heater, 1990). One views citizenship as status, carrying a
range of rights. The other views it as a practice, involving both obligation and
political participation broadly defined. Ruth Lister (1998) argues that “while
the rights and participatory approaches to citizenship remain conceptually
different, they do not necessarily have to conflict; indeed, they can be seen as
being mutually supportive, even if tensions between them remain”. She draws
them together in a critical synthesis around the notion of human agency (Lister,
1998).
She argues that:
To act as a citizen requires first a sense of agency, the belief that one
can act; acting as a citizen, especially collectively, in turn fosters that
sense of agency. Thus, agency is not simply about the capacity to choose
and act but it is also about a conscious capacity which is important to
the individual's self-identity (Lister, 1998:38).
Citizenship is thus seen as a dynamic process. The present authors believe
this synthesis provides the basis for putting flesh on the new paradigm that we
have argued is necessary. It also enables the issues we raised concerning core
moral values to be placed within an integrated framework. We recognise that
the outline contained here needs substantial development, but we believe it
offers great potential for useful investigation. The new relational paradigm we
propose is consistent with the global ethic we outline. It is also consistent with
developments in the scientific field. Acceptance of this paradigm would open
up new frontiers for full citizenship for all people (Healy and Reynolds, 1993).

FROM CITIZENSHIP TO SOCIAL PARTNERSHIP
So far in this paper, and in several previous publications, the authors have•
•

Identified major problems facing society today
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•

Argued that the source of many of these problems lies in the
development paradigm being followed and its inadequate
understanding of progress

•

Highlighted the limitations of
(a) the dominant mechanistic paradigm, and
(b) the emphasis on a narrow understanding of economic growth
as the key measurement of progress

•

Argued that alternatives are required and suggested what some of
these might be

•

Argued that a global ethic is required and highlighted some elements,
which might form the core of such an ethic

•

Proposed that right relationships would be a better paradigm to
underpin development than the current mechanistic one

•
•

Showed how these are linked to the building of a just society
Suggested that the best way of progressing such a paradigm beyond
the conceptual stage and ensuring the balancing of rights and
responsibilities would be in a broader understanding of the concept
of citizenship

•

Urged the development of genuine progress indicators in the
(overlapping) economic, political, cultural and social areas. These
indicators should acknowledge the different levels of society, ranging
from the local to the global.

We now go on to make concrete proposals on
•

Three core programmes to be included in any national agreement
to follow Partnership 2000

•

The structure of negotiating such a programme

•

The process of social partnership itself.

CORE PROGRAMMES
We propose that three core programmes should underpin any new agreement
between government and the social partners. These programmes should cover
the areas of:
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• Social, economic and cultural rights
•

Sustainable development

•

Integration and synergy in the public sector.

A PROGRAMME FOR SOCIAL, ECONOMIC AND CULTURAL
RIGHTS
As we have outlined already, the recognition of social, economic and cultural
rights has been a part of a number of different traditions and approaches to
citizenship. This has been complemented in the socio-political field by the
growing recognition that human rights are not just about civil and political
rights but that social, economic and cultural rights are integral. There is an
emerging international consensus on the definition of these rights. In the
European context this development has been strengthened because of the
wide disparity between the EU’s economic impact and its far smaller impact in
the areas of poverty, social exclusion and related issues.
At this point in our discussion it may be useful to summarise the scope and
nature of social, economic and cultural rights already contained in international
conventions and other similar sources. The revised European Social Charter,
adopted by the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe in April
1996, expands the list of rights in the 1961 Social Charter to which Ireland is
already a party. The additional rights now stated in the charter include:
•

The right of the elderly to social protection

•

The right to protection against poverty and social exclusion

•

The right to decent housing.

In the EU context a proposed Constitution for the European Union, drafted
by a committee of the European Parliament, includes the following in its listing
of rights:
•

The right to education and training

•

Effective access to justice, including legal aid, to those who lack
resources

•

Protection of the family, including the right of the family to enjoy

•

The right to medical and social assistance for those without resources

legal, social and economic security
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•

The right to shelter and assistance in housing, from public authorities,
for those unable through no fault of their own to house themselves
with dignity

•

The right to respect and protection of one's natural environment.

The United Nations Convention on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, to
which Ireland is a party, includes:
•

The right of everyone to social security, including social insurance

•

The right of everyone to be free from hunger

•

The right to enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of physical
and mental health

•

The right of everyone to an adequate standard of living for
themselves and their family, including adequate food, clothing and
housing

•

State parties guarantee that all rights enunciated in the Convention
will be exercised without discrimination of any kind as to race, colour,
sex, social origin, property or other status, etc.

The UN committee supervising the Convention has published a number of
“general comments” for the guidance of states. These address among other
themes the right to adequate housing, the economic, social and cultural
rights of older persons, the protection of the family and the right to an
adequate standard of living.
Recognition of these social, economic and cultural rights is important for a
variety of reasons but especially because they are very often denied to people
in society who are poor, excluded, marginalised. The Council of Europe
(1992) goes so far as to argue that marginalisation and exclusion of the most
economically vulnerable are symptoms of an erosion of the moral and cultural
bases of our societies. It points out that they may put the principles of a healthy
democracy at risk.
It is crucial that effective remedies be provided to people who are denied
social, economic and cultural rights. This is a responsibility for the state. It is
also important that the concomitant responsibilities that go along with
recognised rights be accepted. We have already noted this. However, in the
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context of the future of social partnership we focus primarily here on the
rights issue while recognising that the responsibilities are part of the overall
picture.
We propose that any new agreement to succeed Partnership 2000 should
include a programme to ensure that all people’s rights in the social, economic
and cultural areas are both recognised and practically achievable. Earlier in this
paper we have identified seven such rights we believe should be incorporated
into the Irish Constitution. Whether or not that is achieved, any forthcoming
national agreement should make provision to ensure that everyone’s rights in
these seven areas are delivered in the years immediately ahead. The rights
we identified were in the areas of income, work, accommodation, healthcare,
education, culture and participation.
Income is a central issue. We fully recognise that poverty is about more than
money. That phrase, however, is too often used to hide an unwillingness to
face the fact that so many Irish people still have incomes that are so low that
they are not adequate to provide a standard of living consistent with basic
dignity. Marketforces of themselves will not share the goods of society equitably
and according to the basic needs of all its members. In Ireland poverty continues
to exist side by side with increasing wealth. This poverty must be tackled. If
poverty is not eliminated at this time of plentiful resources it will never be
eliminated. Income is a central component of any strategy to tackle poverty.
A new national agreement should set out as a national objective
•

To provide a minimum floor of social and economic resources
in such a way as to ensure that no member of the national
community falls below the threshold of social provision
necessary to enable him or her to function as a full citizen.

CORI Justice Commission has long advocated the introduction of a Basic
Income system as the best mechanism for ensuring that this objective is
achieved. Such a system treats men and women equally, eliminates traps
(poverty and unemployment), and creates a better situation for employers.
It restores the dignity of unemployed people which is undermined by the
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present social welfare system, while eliminating the dependency which is so
prevalent in that system. The introduction of tax credits is a step in this direction.
These tax credits should be made refundable. Otherwise, they will be of no
benefit to the poorest third of the population.
Work is also a key issue. The present authors have argued in many forums
and publications that everyone has a right to work and that one of the main
challenges facing modern society is how it might structure itself to ensure that
this right is honoured. (Consequently we take grave exception to our portrayal
in a recent publication as “the enemies of work”! Nothing could be further
from the truth.)
The growth in job numbers in recent years is most welcome. However, it
needs to be emphasised that a substantial proportion of those jobs did not go
to unemployed people. The labour force has increased dramatically, due to
large numbers of young people entering the labour force, the increasing labour
force participation of women and returning migrants. The numbers
unemployed are still very substantial. The duration of unemployment is also
an important factor. The longer people are unemployed the more
disadvantaged they become in terms of accessing employment. Radical policies
are required which respect unemployed people and which recognise their
right to work. Major progress is also required to ensure due recognition of so
much work done in society that is not paid employment.
Any new national agreement should have as an objective
•

To ensure that all people have meaningful work.

If this objective is to be achieved a comprehensive range of policies is required.
These should include
-

A continuing emphasis on job creation, seeking at all times to ensure
that new jobs have reasonable pay rates

-

An ongoing attempt to prepare, enable and facilitate access for the
long-term unemployed to the growing number of available jobs
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-

Employment-friendly income tax policies which ease the
transition from unemployment to employment

-

Development of the social economy

-

Recognition of work that is not paid employment.

Appropriate accommodation is the third right we identified. This is not just an
issue about homelessness or Travellers. It flows from the importance of shelter
and adequate accommodation if human life is to flourish. It is closely linked to
issues such as health, family life, privacy, etc. In their excellent publication on
rights and the Irish Constitution the Irish Commission for Justice and Peace
(1998) argued that because housing is a basic social good it cannot be
considered simply as a market commodity.
They provide a six-page listing of international sources that recognise the right
to housing. This right, according to the UN, involves the right to adequate
housing, i.e. a place to live in security, peace and dignity.
Any new national agreement should have as an objective
•

To ensure that adequate housing is available for all citizens and to
develop an equitable system for allocating resources within the
housing sector.

Housing has hit the headlines in recent times because of the difficulty middleincome people are having in accessing accommodation. The improved
economy has resulted in large net immigration to Ireland, bringing with it new
pressures on housing. Likewise, the trend towards one and two person
households has also put pressure on housing. The number of families on local
authority waiting lists has escalated. The 1992 legislation that introduced
significant reforms in the private rented sector has not been followed through
in practice and there has been low compliance with the provisions of the Act.
Similarly, progress on implementing the recommendations of the Task Force
Report on the Travelling Community leaves much to be desired.
Policy initiatives in this area should include
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-

A significant increase in the budget allocation for local authority and
voluntary/non-profit housing

-

A range of other initiatives aimed at increasing the appropriate supply
to meet the current and likely future demand for accommodation

-

New resources for the security and management of local authority
housing

-

Implementation of the 1992 legislation with respect to the private
rented sector of housing

-

Adoption of a target of reducing housing waiting lists to a maximum
of eighteen months

-

Special focus on tackling issues concerning accommodation for
Travellers and homeless people.

Basic healthcare is another right we believe should be included in this
programme. The simple provision of healthcare services does not mean that
people who need these services most can access them or benefit from them.
The situation in Ireland proves this very clearly at present. There has been a
dramatic rise in the budget allocation for healthcare sen/ices in recent years.
However, news reports constantly highlight failures in the system and doubt
must be cast on the proposition that this increased expenditure is producing a
proportionately healthier population. Despite this increased expenditure there
are major equity problems. Many people, principally those who are poor,
have great difficulty in accessing necessary healthcare without long waits. The
World Bank (1993 : 52-3) recognises that publicly funded investment in the
health of poor people can reduce poverty or alleviate its consequences.
We believe any new agreement should have as an objective * To provide an
adequate healthcare service focused on enabling people to attain the World
Health Organisation's definition of health as a state of complete physical, mental
and social wellbeing and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity.
The World Health Organisation’s definition of health recognises that the good
of the body and of the self are intimately connected. So also the health of
people and the health of the community of people are intimately connected.

71

If the substantial public investment in healthcare is to produce maximum results
it is essential that the emphasis in the healthcare budget move from hospital
care towards community care. A balance must be struck between the funding
provided for hightech/acute care and community care. In recent years there
have been many policy initiatives aimed at de-institutionalising healthcare
services. These have been developed on the assumption that community
care was being provided in the community. There has been little corresponding
shift in the budget however. Consequently we believe that policy initiatives in
this area should
-

Restructure the budget to give far greater priority to community
care

-

Provide greater resources to implement the Child Care Act and
the Nursing Home Act

-

Give greater priority to services for people with disability

-

Review the waiting list strategy

-

Proceed with the transfer of responsibility from the Department of
Health

-

and

Children

to

regional

health

authorities

Develop mechanisms to represent the views of healthcare service
users.

Education is a fifth right we believe should be included in any programme for
social, economic and cultural rights. This is the one right of the seven we
propose here which is already recognised in the Irish Constitution. At present,
however, this right is confined to primary schooling. People’s right to lifelong
learning should be recognised. There are a number of major social,
demographic and economic factors in Irish society which stress the urgency
for such an expansion. These factors include the major adult literacy problems
highlighted in the OECD international literacy survey.
Likewise, the relatively low educational levels of the Irish adult population,
particularly as compared with other OECD countries, needs to be addressed.
The intergenerational nature of educational disadvantage and the associated
problems of poverty and unemployment point in the same direction. There
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are similar factors related to second chance education, to upskilling the labour
force and enhancing mature student access to higher education. The challenge
in the years ahead will be to integrate, into a seamless system, the various
education sectors, the workplace and the life-cycle needs of the population.
Any new national agreement should have as an objective
•

To provide relevant education for all citizens throughout their
lives so that they can participate fully and meaningfully in
developing themselves, their community and the wider society.

Policy initiatives in this area should
-

Make education spending less regressive across sectors and target
resources, within sectors, to individual schools and areas that are
most affected by poverty

-

Tackle aspects of the schooling process that contribute to inequality
and educational disadvantage (e.g. the narrow academic focus of
curriculum and assessment and the trickle down effect of the "points
race")

-

Enhance the status of and the provision for adult and community
education

-

Make provision for integration within the education system and
between the education system, the workplace and the life-cycle
needs of the population.

Culture and cultural respect is a further right we believe should be included
in this programme. In previous work on this issue (1996 ; 42) the present
authors have urged the adoption of the UNESCO definition of culture which
states that
Culture may now be said to be the whole complex of distinctive spiritual,
material, intellectual and emotional features that characterise a society
or social group. It includes not only the arts and letters, but also modes
of life, the fundamental rights of the human being, value systems,
traditions and beliefs.
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There are two aspects to this right which have implications for policy making.
On the one hand it involves the rights of all people and not just the elite to
participate in developing the values and the meaning which underpin the
dominant culture which guides policy formation and development. On the
other hand it involves the right of minorities to have their culture respected.
This has special relevance in the Irish context for groups such as Travellers,
immigrants, refugees, asylum seekers and others who encounter major
problems when their minority culture encounters the dominant culture in
society.
Any new agreement should include as an objective
•

To ensure that all people can contribute to developing the
underpinning values and meaning of society and can have their
own cultures respected in this process.

•

In policy terms this would include initiatives such as

-

Development and resourcing of a cultural policy which involves a
dynamic conserving of traditions and beliefs as well as developing a
vision for the future which incorporates hope, confidence and
involvement

-

Implementation of the 1996 Refugee Act
Adoption of the Charter on Asylum Rights in Ireland drawn up by
the Asylum Rights Alliance and resourcing its implementation

-

Expedite implementation of the recommendations in the Task Force
Report on the Travelling People.

Participation is the seventh and final right we believe should be included in this
programme. Much lip service is given to supporting people's right to participate
in shaping the decisions that impact on them. There have been some
developments along these lines at various levels in recent years. At local
government level the development of Strategic Policy Committees and County/
City Development Boards are moves in this direction. So alsb are
developments in social partnership at the national level, most importantly the
creation in 1996 of afourth pillar of social partners to represent the community
and voluntary sector. A great deal remains to be done in this area and deeper
issues need to be addressed.
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An agreed foundation for argument on issues on which people disagree is a
need, which is becoming more obvious as political and mass communication
systems develop. Most people are not involved in the processes that produce
plans and decisions that affect their lives. They know they are being presented
with a fait accompli. More critically they realise that they and their families will
be forced to live with the consequences of the decisions taken. A lack of
structures and systems to involve people in the decision-making process results
in the exclusion and alienation of large sections of society. It causes and maintains
inequality.
Any exclusion of people from debate on the issues that affect them is suspect.
Such exclusion leaves those responsible for it open to charges concerning the
arbitrary use of power. Some of the decision-making structures of our society
and of our world allow people to be represented in the decision-making
process. However almost all of these structures do not provide genuine
participation for most people affected by their decisions. Our society and the
world in which we live need decision-making structures that enable
participation.
Real participation by all is essential if society is to develop and, in practice,
maintain principles guaranteeing satisfaction of basic needs, respect for others
as equal, economic equality, social, sexual, ethnic and religious equality. Modern
means of communications and information make it relatively easy to involve
people in dialogue and decision making. It is a question of political will - will
the groups who have the power share it with others?
Any new national agreement should have as an objective
•

To ensure that all people have a genuine voice in shaping the
decisions that affect them and to ensure that all people can contribute
to the development of society.

In policy terms this would mean developing initiatives which would
-

Strengthen local government

-

Develop genuine regionalisation policies

-

Develop structures for genuine consultation of the majority of
people affected by decisions being made
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-

Ensure there is real and effective monitoring of policy
implementation - Involve a wide range of perspectives in this
process, thus ensuring inclusion of the experience of those who
are currently excluded.

A programme for social, economic and cultural rights should be a core element
of any new national agreement to succeed Partnership 2000. This programme
should focus on the areas of income, work, accommodation, healthcare,
education, culture and participation. In each of these areas a national objective
should be outlined and policy initiatives and costings agreed as part of such a
programme. A second core element in the content of any new agreement
should be a programme for sustainable development.

A PROGRAMME FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT
The search for a humane, sustainable model of development has gained
momentum in recent times. After years of belief that markets and market
forces would produce a better life for everyone, major problems and
unintended side effects have raised questions and doubts.
Sustainable development has been defined in many different ways. Perhaps
the best known definition is that contained in Our Common Future (World
Commission on Environemtn and Development : 43): “development that
meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future
generations to meet their own needs”. Conventional economic models of
development or progress fail to meet the needs of millions and millions of
people on this planet today. This failure is evident even within better-off
countries such as Ireland. These conventional economic models also
compromise the ability of future generations to meet their needs. As this
becomes more evident there is a growing demand worldwide to find new
models which will conserve the planet and its resources and empower people
to meet their own needs and the needs of others.
Central to any model of development which has sustainability at its core must
be a realisation of the need to move away from money-measured growth, as
the principal economic target and measure of success, towards sustainability
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in terms of real-life social, environmental and economic variables. Already,
within mainstream decision making this realisation has begun to have some
impact. This can be seen, for example, in the growing realisation that
environmental taxation should be recognised as a key policy instrument in
dealing with environmental concerns. Recent voicing of public concern in the
area of genetically modified food is another example. In the context of income
and social welfare policy, the recent work on basic income undertaken under
Partnership 2000 is a further example of the same search for policies which
will be sustainable into the future. The growing demand for the recognition of
unpaid work being done in the society is yet another example. As can be seen
from these examples, however, there is a long way to go before Ireland or
the EU can claim to have placed sustainability at the centre of their development
models.
A central initiative in this context should be the development of “satellite” or
“shadow” national accounts. Our present national accounts miss fundamentals
such as environmental sustainability. They do not include the value of unpaid
work but include the costs of natural disasters. They do not make allowance
for declining natural resources. GNP/GDP measurement was never meant
to include items such as these. Some governments have picked up on these
issues, especially in the environmental area. They have begun to develop
"satellite" or “shadow" national accounts that include items not traditionally
measured. Similar accounts should be developed for Ireland.
Any new partnership agreement should have a programme for sustainable
development at its core. Such a programme would begin from the recognition
that existing public policies in areas such as agriculture and transport, but in
most other areas as well, give powerful encouragement to unsustainable
development. Policy makers may be fearful of facing up to this situation but it
need not be a negative development.
For example, changes in framework policies for taxation and expenditure can
encourage movement towards sustainability in many departmental policy fields
such as farming and food, travel and transport, energy, patterns of work and
more self-reliant local development, to name just a few.
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The principles to underpin such a programme have been suggested in a report
for the European Commission prepared by James Robertson in May 1997.
Entitled The New Economics of Sustainable Development he argues that these
principles would include the following:
•

Systematic empowerment of people (as opposed to making and
keeping them dependent) as the basis for people-centred
development.

•

Systematic conservation of resources and environment as the basis
for environmentally sustainable development.

•

Evolution from a “wealth of nations” model of economic life to a
“one-world” economic system.

•

Evolution from today’s inter-national economy to an ecologically
sustainable, decentralising, multi-level one-world economic system.

•

Restoration of political and ethical factors to a central place in
economic life and thought.

•

Respect for qualitative values, not just quantitative values.

•

Respect for feminine values, not just masculine ones.

At first glance these might not appear to be the concrete guidelines which
policymakers so often seek. Yet they are principles which are relevant to every
area of economic life. They apply to farming and food, travel and transport,
etc. They also apply to every level of life, ranging from personal and household
to global issues. They impact on lifestyle choices and organisational goals. If
these principles were applied to every area, level and feature of economic life
they would provide a comprehensive checklist for a systematic policy review.
It is also important that any programme for sustainable development should
take a realistic view of human nature, recognising that people are altruistic and
selfish, co-operative and competitive. Consequently it is important to develop
the economic system to reward activities that are socially and environmentally
benign (and not the reverse, as at present). This in turn would make it easier
for people and organisations to make choices that are socially and
environmentally responsible.
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A number of key “framework” policies should apply to all policy areas already
listed. These frameworks would include the following:
•

Restructuring the tax system in favour of environmentally benign
development and higher levels of employment and useful work.

•

Introducing a Basic Income paid unconditionally to all citizens in

•

Termination of subsidies and other public expenditure programmes

place of many existing social welfare benefits and tax-free allowances.
which encourage unsustainable development.
•

Introduction of public purchasing policies which encourage
contractors to adopt sustainable practices.

•

Development of more self-reliant local economies.

•

Development of indicators to measure economic, social and
environmental performance and progress.

•

Development of ‘shadow’ national accounts which provide a more
accurate picture of gains and losses in society.

•

Development of accounting, auditing and reporting procedures to
establish the sustainability performance of businesses and other
organisations.

•

Introduction of demand reduction policies in areas such as transport
and energy and tackling the implications of such reduction.

•

Working for changes in the existing international trading regime to
encourage sustainable forms of trade.

Within this paper it is not possible to spell out these frameworks in detail.
However, a few points should be noted. It is becoming ever more important
to move the tax burden away from employment, incomes and activities that
add value and to place it instead on activities that subtract value by using energy
and resources including the capacity of the environment to absorb pollution
and waste. The present tax system encourages inefficient use of resources. It
leads to overuse of natural resources and underuse and underdevelopment
of human resources. It often discourages employment and other useful work.
It can cause poverty and unemployment traps.
A further reason in favour of fundamental reform of the tax system flows from
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the growing awareness of the implications of providing for an ageing population.
Already expenditure on the welfare state is in crisis in many industrialised
countries. In the future a society with ever growing numbers of "economically
inactive" older people will find it more and more difficult to provide for these
from the tax being paid by the declining proportion of its population in
employment. An additional factor in this situation is that for the medium term
at least a competitive global economy will continue to create pressure to
reduce taxes on personal incomes and business profits so as to maintain
competitiveness and attract ongoing inward investment.
All of which suggests that a fundamental restructuring of the tax system must
be on the agenda. Such restructuring should include the development of
ecological taxes. However if the existing taxes on incomes are simply replaced
by ecological taxes the effect will be regressive because poor people will suffer
relatively more than the better off (Scott, 1992). Consequently ecological
taxes can only be viable as part of a larger reform package which will counteract
this regressive impact.
The introduction, for example, of land site-value taxation and a Basic Income
could contribute to achieving this end.
A programme for sustainability would contain a tax package based on the
realisation that it is better not to tax people and organisations on what they
earn by their own useful work and enterprise, nor on the value they add nor
on what they contribute to the common good. Rather the tax that people and
organisations should be required to pay should be based on the value they
subtract by their use of common resources. Such a programme would also
recognise that all citizens are entitled to share equally in the annual revenue so
raised. They would share in this partly by way of services provided at public
expense and partly by way of a Basic Income. Here we have the makings of a
new social contract for a new era.
This could, for example, result in
•

the introduction of a Basic Income system

•

the abolishing of taxes on incomes, profits and the value that is
added by the production of useful goods and services
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•

replacing those taxes with a land-rent tax

•

an energy tax

•

a tax on currency transactions such as the Tobin tax.

Such a social contract could be developed in a variety of different ways. At its
core would be an encouraging of all citizens to take responsibility for themselves
and their contribution to society. In exchange it recognises their right to a
share of the “commons" so enabling them to become less dependent than
they are today on big business and big finance and on employers and officials
of the state.
Any programme for sustainable development has implications for public
spending. In addressing this issue it needs to be understood that public
expenditure programmes and taxes provide a framework which helps to shape
market prices, rewards some kinds of activities and penalises others. Within
this framework there are other areas which are not supported by public
expenditure or are not taxed. This framework should be developed to
encourage economic efficiency and enterprise, social equity and environmental
sustainability. Systematic reviews should be carried out and published on the
sustainability effects of all public subsidies and other relevant public expenditure
and tax differentials. Such reviews could then lead to the elimination of subsidies
that favour unsustainable development. Systematic reviews should also be
carried out and published on the possibilities for reorientating public spending
programmes, with the aim of preventing and reducing social and environmental
problems.
There is a European and global dimension to a programme for sustainable
development that should also be noted.
The peoples and governments of Europe, including Ireland, have a responsibility
to play a full role in the development of global economic governance. We
should do what we can to help shape global economic policies and institutions
in support of people-centred, environmentally sustainable and equitable
development all over the world. We identify four dimensions to what we can
contribute in this context. We can
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•

Show that we are committed to reorientating our own way of life
towards sustainable development

•

Ensure that our own national and European activities in the spheres
of international trade, investment and aid contribute to sustainable
development in other parts of the world

•

Ensure that our development model and our goals for our own
societies are not incompatible with similar models and goals being
applied in the poorer nations of the world

•

Participate effectively with the rest of the international community
in the building of new global institutions, and the restructuring of
existing ones, in support of equitable and sustainable development.

A PROGRAMME FOR INTEGRATION AND SYNERGY IN THE
PUBLIC SECTOR
The programme we propose should be included in any future agreement is a
programme for integration and synergy in the public sector. A major fact to be
reckoned with in producing a national agreement focused on developing full
citizenship for all people is that most government policy makers have
traditionally been expected to keep within their own departmental boundaries.
They have been strongly encouraged to specialise in their own subject and
respect one another’s area of responsibility. In practice this has meant that
interdepartmental co-ordination has generally had the limited aim of achieving
acceptable trade-offs between conflicting departmental policies which have
been developed separately. The traditional policy-making process consequently
tends to be fragmented.
Some work has been done on this issue in recent years in Ireland through the
Strategic Management Initiative (SMI). This consists of a wide range of measures
that are intended to bring about improvement in the delivery of public services.
The initiative was launched by government in 1994 and had three key aims.
•

That public bodies would contribute to economic and social
development

•

That an excellent service to the public should be provided

•

That resources (finance, staff, etc.) should be used effectively by
public bodies.
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A number of areas were identified in which change was proposed. One of
these was “improved co-ordination between departments”. It is fair to say
that at this stage more progress has been made on several of the other areas
than on this particular one.
The progress made in the other areas is most welcome. But a great deal
remains to be done on this issue of co-ordination and integration.
There is an urgent need to develop more systemic and synergistic integration.
At the systemic level, for example, changes in taxation or expenditure policies
have implications for a wide range of areas. At the synergistic level,
developments in one area can be very positive in encouraging similar
developments in other areas. Consequently it is crucial that greater priority be
given to developing such integration.
The experience of recent years is mixed on this issue. One of the issues of
particular interest to CORI Justice Commission in recent years was the issue
of poverty and equality proofing. Some progress has been made on this issue.
As part of the implementation of the National Anti-Poverty Strategy (NAPS)
the social partners, including CORI Justice Commission, were involved in a
dialogue on poverty proofing. This focused on how both policy and provision
by government departments could be poverty proofed. This dialogue included
a range of government departments and was led by the Department of Social,
Community and Family Affairs.
A document was agreed that set out how civil servants responsible for policy
making should assess any particular policy proposal for its
•

Impact on poverty

•

Contribution to achieving the NAPS targets

•

Ability to address inequalities leading to poverty.

This was an important development with a capacity to give a new direction to
policy and the distribution of resources. However, the failure to apply it to
issues other than social welfare in the assessment of the 1999 budget left a
great deal to be desired. All major government decisions dealing with the
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allocation of resources are taken in the annual budget process. These allocations
have a major impact on poverty across a wide range of areas other than social
welfare. The failure to apply the poverty-proofing guidelines to this wider
range of areas suggests there is still a long way to go before departments see
their work in an integrated and synergistic way. It appears that the more
traditional approach, which saw departments focus on protecting their own
departmental “turf" and developing policies independently of each other,
persists.
This approach was also evident in the preparation of budgets in recent years.
While the pre-budget process does provide a context within which integration
and synergy could be emphasised, our experience of the process leaves a
great deal to be desired in this context.
Any new national agreement should contain a programme for integration and
synergy in the public sector. It is essential that government and government
agencies understand the need and scope for synergistic policies.
It is also crucial that they have the integrative capability to develop such policies,
to introduce them and to implement them. This is especially important in the
context of the two other core programmes we are proposing for inclusion in
any new national programme to replace Partnership 2000 i.e. a programme
for social, economic and cultural rights and a programme for sustainable
development.
A 1996 study produced by the Royal Institute of International Affairs in London
discovered that the richer countries became, the more they saw the state as
the servant of the people, instead of the people being the servants of the
state. China and Iraq were two of the countries who saw the state as master
of the people while the opposite was the situation in countries such as the
USA, Canada, Australia, Germany, France and the UK.
This can, in part at least, be explained by the fact that as people become more
affluent they want more control of resources and, as a result, want the state to
facilitate rather than control their lives. However it also points to the desire
among people to have government and the public sector move beyond
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traditional compartmentalisation and seek more integration and synergy. This
movement beyond compartmentalisation is necessary if the benefits people
get from their taxes are to be maximised. It is also necessary if situations where
government policies work at cross purposes with each other are to be
eliminated.
Achieving such institutional change is not easy. This is true if one is dealing with
an issue or an institution or a complex of institutions or policies. On the one
hand most of the “expert" insiders on any particular topic such as taxation or
welfare or infrastructure tend to resist change and to mystify whatever topic
they are addressing. On the other hand “non-expert” outsiders, even if they
know the problems and how they might be effectively addressed, often lack
the time, energy, resources, and the commitment and confidence needed to
campaign effectively for change. In our own experience there have been
situations where we were left with serious questions concerning the intellectual
honesty of people resisting change and supporting the status quo. Many tactics
have been used to mislead and to frustrate those advocating change. We will
address this issue in more detail when dealing with the question of process
later in this paper. However, at this point we simply wish to highlight the need
for a programme focused on integration and synergy in the public sector.

THE STRUCTURE OF NEGOTIATING A NEW NATIONAL
AGREEMENT
In the past, negotiations to develop a new national agreement were based on
a central economic forecast produced by the Department of Finance. This
forecast usually formed the basis of a strategy report produced by the National
Economic and Social Council that set the general parameters within which
negotiations occurred. This central forecast and the NESC strategy document
provided the framework within which the negotiation of a new agreement
proceeded. Within this process priority was given to the areas of pay increases
and tax reductions. Other issues, such as those dealing with social inclusion
were addressed subsequently. The theoretical position was that “nothing was
agreed until everything was agreed”. In practice, however, social inclusion
issues did not appear to be given the same priority as the pay and taxation
components of an agreement.
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There are three major problems with this approach:
•

It does not place adequate emphasis on the need for integration
and synergy between the various components of the agreement

•

It does not allow for a situation where the central forecast
substantially underestimates the real outturn (or, however unlikely,
overestimates it)

•

However unintended, it tends to place social inclusion issues in a
residual category which are seen as additional to and not a central
component of the agreement.

A mechanism could be built into the negotiating process to address some of
the integration and synergy issues. This would start from a recognition of the
fact that a great part of the negotiating process involves decisions and trade
offs concerning the growth expected to emerge in the three following years
(given the agreements are for three-year periods). To date the decisions taken
have resulted in specific proportions of the growth being allocated to areas
such as pay increases, tax reductions, infrastructure development, increases
in corporate profits, provision of social services and debt reduction. The
relationship between the proportions allocated in this way emerges subsequent
to the agreement and results from the strength of particular groups etc. within
the negotiating process. They have not been agreed in advance as fair or
reasonable proportions.
We suggest that the negotiations for a new agreement should start with
discussions aimed at getting agreement in principle on what proportions of
the expected growth should go towards particular areas (e.g. tax cuts, pay
increases etc.). This initial agreement in principle should be based on what is
considered as fair and reasonable. It would not, however, be the final word
on this proportionality. Different groups would be free to trade a part of their
allocation to gain some of another. For example, trade unions might trade part
of the projected rise in pay for larger tax reductions, or employers might trade
a part of their projected corporate profits increase for greater expenditure on
infrastructure such as transportation or telecommunications.
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The initial agreement on the proportions to be allocated to particular sectors
would be an agreement in principle which could subsequently be "traded" for
more desirable final outcomes. However, starting with discussions on what
these proportionate allocations might be would be more likely to produce a
fairer outcome which would ensure that the strong and the better off would
not benefit disproportionately. It would ensure that no parts of the agreement
were treated as residual categories that would benefit only from what was left
over when the main issues were agreed. Finally it would be a very powerful
mechanism to emphasise the need for integration and synergy to be a central
guiding principle covering all aspects of an agreement.
The central economic forecast on which an agreement is based is crucial. The
outturn in the period covered by the Partnership 2000 agreement substantially
exceeded the forecast that negotiators worked on during the final months of
1996 when that agreement was finalised. It is only fair to point out that in
1996 nobody was predicting the level of economic growth that emerged in
subsequent years. However, this experience highlights the need to include
alternative scenarios within the planning process itself and to develop an
agreement accordingly.
This approach would involve the development of an "escalator” through which
provision would be made for substantial variations in outturn from the central
economic forecast underpinning the agreement. For example, an additional
one per cent growth in GNP would result in a series of new initiatives (to be
agreed within the original negotiation process producing the agreement).
Likewise, one per cent less growth than anticipated would result in some
initiatives being delayed. In this context it should be pointed out that the
likelihood of having an overoptimistic central forecast seems remote given the
Department of Finance’s track record in recent decades.
The resistance to looking at alternative scenarios to the central forecast during
the negotiation of Partnership 2000 was palpable. Throughout that process
COR.I Justice Commission sought alternative scenarios from the Department
of Finance. While our requests were focused on making provision for smaller
variations than eventually emerged in reality, we remain convinced that the
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thinking which underpinned CORI Justice Commission's approach in that
situation remains valid. In fact it appears to us that some development along
the lines suggested here is essential if we are not to have a repetition of the
situation where a disproportionate share of the additional growth which had
not been forecast went to the powerful and those already better off.

THE PROCESS OF SOCIAL PARTNERSHIP
The process of social partnership also raises questions that need to be addressed
if such partnership is to mature and develop in a new century. We wish to
highlight three of these here:
•

The need to develop "mutuality" between government and all other

•

The need to face the challenges posed by the fact that not all possible

participants
areas of interest within the community and voluntary sector are
represented
•

The need to recognise and address the fact that social partners in
the community and voluntary pillar have had to reorganise
themselves substantially to participate in this process and do not
have access to resources even remotely on the scale available to
the other three pillars of social partners.

In speaking of “mutuality" we are focusing principally on the attitudes, particularly
of government departments, towards social partners. A great deal of effort is
invested in the negotiations which produce national agreements. This effort
produces consensus on what needs to be done. Policy initiatives follow. During
the period covered by the agreement socio economic situations may change.
Policy initiatives may not seem appropriate to the
new situation. If there were real mutuality between government and social
partners then an effort should be made to involve the participants in producing
a new consensus and getting agreement on new policy initiatives. This,
however, has not always happened.
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A case in point was the recent struggle concerning the implementation of
paragraph 24 of chapter four of Partnership 2000. In the run up to the 1999
budget (the government's last opportunity to meet the commitments contained
in Partnership 2000) no indication was given that the commitments of 4.24
were to be fundamentally reinterpreted without consultation with the
community and voluntary pillar. In the budget, however, this is what happened.
Subsequent meetings elicited the information that the original commitment
was not being met because of changes in the labour market situation. While
some of the department’s interpretation of that situation may have been
accurate and some may have been open to question, the key point in this
context was that the original commitment was fundamentally changed without
any reference to the pillar of social partners which had been its principal architect
during the negotiations two years previously. This is a totally unacceptable
way of proceeding if social partnership is to survive in a new century.
There must be “mutuality” between government officials and social partners.
Otherwise the trust which underpins any process of this magnitude will be
undermined. The development of a code to underpin such mutuality would
be a most welcome development.
The second process issue we wish to address concerns the community and
voluntary pillar itself. The social partners within the community and voluntary
pillar do not represent all possible areas of interest within the sector. This
presents the groupings recognised as partners with at least three major
challenges:
•

Finding ways of representing the diversity within the sector in a
comprehensive and coherent way

•

Developing common approaches and strategies within the pillar
itself

• Accommodating difference.
Despite its superficial attractions we do not believe that the first of these
challenges is best met by establishing a single umbrella body to represent the
sector. However, work is needed to ensure that the sector’s contribution to
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the development of full citizenship for all Irish people is maximised. Likewise
work is required to meet the second and third challenges listed above. Different
social partners within the pillar have different analyses, different interests, and
different priorities. Respect for difference in this situation is crucial. Substantial
work has been done by the organisations in the pillar to address these
challenges. But more is required if these partners are to work together in a
more effective way.
The third issue we raise under the heading of “process” concerns the major
changes which social partners in the community and voluntary sector have
had to make in their own organisations etc. to fulfil their new role in a
responsible way. Substantial additional resources were also demanded to
enable them to play this role.
The role of social partnership and of a social partner has been changing. In
their paper, Partnership and Policy Making, Rory O'Donnell and Damian
Thomas (1998) argued this case as did the earlier NESF (1997) report, A
Framework for Partnership - Enriching Strategic Consensus through
Participation. The NESF identified three trends that illustrate this:
•

The nature and role of social partners is changing, in ways which
accentuate mobilisation, information and action

•

The roles of national government are changing, in ways that weaken
traditional policymaking and administration, and accentuate its role
as policy entrepreneur and facilitator of information-pooling and
deliberation

•

The relationship between policy-making, implementation and
monitoring is changing, in ways which place monitoring of a new
sort at the centre of policy development, and requires a new
combination of all three.

Both documents referred to above go on to outline principles and some
guidelines on how these trends could be addressed. The additional point we
make here concerns the huge implications in both structural and resource
terms for social partners in the community and voluntary pillar. The Partnership
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2000 process has demanded substantial restructuring to ensure these partners
play a constructive and effective role. Much greater involvement of their
members and associated bodies had to be developed. There was a huge
increase in the work needed to gather and disseminate information to ensure
the realities “on the ground” were communicated and acted upon. New forms
of public advocacy had to be developed which emphasised analysis, dialogue
and shared understanding. The partners also had to ensure that their primary
active role in society was not diminished or destroyed. All of this was done, to
a greater or lesser degree, without any additional resources being made
available. As the social partners concerned had only meagre resources which
were already stretched to the limit this has placed massive burdens on them.
Resourcing of this pillar is an issue that must be addressed if it is to maximise its
necessary contribution to the social partnership process in the new century.

CONCLUSION
In this paper we have outlined some of the values, content, process and
structure we believe should underpin social partnership in the new century.
We have proposed a broader understanding of citizenship as the fulcrum around
which a new agreement could be developed.
We have outlined three core programmes that could form the basis of such
an agreement's content. We have addressed key issues concerning the process
and the structure of social partnership. We offer this paper as a contribution to
the public debate that is developing around these issues.
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Chapter 4

BUSINESS AND SOCIAL
PARTNERSHIP WITHIN EMU
Brian Geoghegan

INTRODUCTION
This conference is timed to capture the preliminary reflections of many of the
groups who presumably later in the year will sit down in an attempt to negotiate
a successor to Partnership 2000. It is right that we explore fully the relevance
of these programmes, four in a row now, to our economy and society as we
now find them. We should be aware that for many younger people in society,
whether in or out of the labour force, the reality of the still recent confidenceshattering early eighties with climbing unemployment, contracting output and
galloping inflation is unknown territory; the hopelessness of earlier decades of
mass emigration is beyond imagination. By comparison even with twelve years
ago this economy and this society have made the most extraordinary strides.
Emigration has been reversed, average standards of living have risen
dramatically, participation in a much broader third level education has improved
immensely, employment is booming and demand outstrips supply in some
areas. Above all there is now a palpable confidence right through the economy,
based on the stable platform of progress which has been supplemented by
social partnership through these twelve years. It is of course also very clear
that this success has not touched all in our society and it is true that economic
success has been accompanied by an increase in problems of crime and drug
abuse. The negotiation of Partnership 2000 saw the first direct involvement of
the community and voluntary sector in the negotiations - their impact is clear
in the agreement and in its implementation. Three forms of challenge (at least)
face putative end-year negotiators:
1. to communicate a sharp and coherent message of the relevance of
continuing stability to constituents sated with Celtic Tiger imagery;
2. to find consistent policies and structures which will support a
broadening of success to those still by-passed;
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3. to link an ever sharper strategic competitiveness drive to these within
the reality of a new macro-economic EMU regime.
There is an irony in the contrast between on the one hand, the enthusiasm
and genuine curiosity of the steady flow of "economic tourists" who come to
discover the workings of our booming economy and on the other our own
tendency to cynicism and self-doubt. If we conclude that the peculiarly Irish
brand of social partnership is worth further development, communication of
the messages will demand consistent and realistic leadership. The successes
need to be fully understood.

WHO GAINS?
I do not here attempt to describe fully the Irish growth phenomenon - others
have done so and will no doubt continue to refine the explanation as our
understanding deepens. Suffice it to state for present purposes that I see social
partnership as a necessary but not sufficient explanatory variable in the "model".
The stability and confidence-building essence of the consensus at the heart of
the national programmes affected national performance through individual
companies and through consistent state policies. Notwithstanding this, we
make no apologies for continuing to insist that if growth in public spending had
been slower, than even greater progress could have been achieved. I do not
intend to burden this paper with a plethora of well-known statistics (but will
come armed with them if needed for presentation?).
The biggest winners have been the hundreds of thousands of additional people
who have joined employment in the nineties - there are roughly 50% more
people in employment now than in the mid-eighties - despite a continuing
reduction in agriculture. The transformation in the prospects for those leaving
education with any reasonable set of qualifications is immense and its effect on
the self-confidence of our youth is a reinforcing source of future growth.
Those in employment have on the whole seen steady and consistent
improvement in their living standards. New opportunities for advancement
have opened up in companies investing in a growing economy. These gains
have not been washed away by the debilitating effects of inflation (a
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phenomenon unknown to many young people in the workforce). Stability
has facilitated the development of a much more positive industrial relation
environment than in the pre-1987 era. It is not by any means an entirely rosy
picture - pressures and problems exist (and I shall return to these) but the
scene is transformed.
Unemployed people have much more reason for hope of improvement.
Opportunities abound and if re-training is necessary mechanisms are available
to provide it. Unemployment is now below 7% - a major improvement in
the last couple of years but it could and should fall further. There are still many
long-term unemployed people who are still far removed from the labour
force and for whom new efforts are required. Additional well-targeted
mechanisms are being developed and must in our view match as closely as
possible the needs of the labour market with the skills and aptitudes of those
being trained.
Public servants have gained substantially in the last twelve years. The
retrenchment during PNR has been more than made up both in terms of
salaries and numbers. The work environment for public servants has also
seen significant improvement and the full impact of the Strategic Management
Initiative must be seen to be very positive. We would argue that significant
further progress in commercialisation of many public services would very
favourably affect morale in the public service (albeit following an inevitable
adaptation phase).
There remain, as I have acknowledged, problems of social exclusion and
poverty but the strength of the economy, underpinned by social partnership,
has facilitated major improvement in the position of people receiving social
welfare payments. I am aware that others in the debate will question the
degree of relative gain but all categories are now above the minima
recommended by the Commission on Social Welfare and for those with
prospects in the labour market the outlook is even brighter. To assert the
gains genuinely made is not to be complacent in relation to poverty which
persists - employers' greatest contribution to the alleviation of poverty remains
the growth in employment while acknowledging that additional strategies are
needed.
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The corporate sector is vastly more healthy in 1999 than in 1987. Stability has
promoted investment which in turn, following an adjustment phase of socalled "jobless-growth", has generated major employment growth. The
indigenous sector and "home-produced" entrepreneurship is also much more
vibrant and can now relate to a domestic economy with an expanded real
spending power. Taxes paid by the corporate sector continue to grow strongly
despite the gradual reduction in rates. Social partnership has played a major
part in underpinning the confidence needed to get over a number of jittery
phases e.g. in winter 1992/93; profitability of indigenous business was low,
has improved and should be seen as an absolutely necessary part of our society's
success; the profitability offoreign-owned companies locating here has brought
significant direct and indirect benefits.
Painting the picture of gains and beneficiaries of social partnership is not to
ignore its failings but a clear understanding of where we have been and how
far we have travelled will greatly assist the decisions to be made. Progress on
all of these fronts is by no means irreversible. The changed macro-economic
environment within EMU must be given full consideration in setting the agenda
for negotiation.

EMU - A NEW SET OF RULES
The new paradigm is not just an economist's construct. Social partnership will
have to come to terms with it. Business already grapples with the immediate
practical consequences of EMU and plans to deal positively with the strategic
challenges and opportunities. This is an important year in shaping thoughts
and policies for the future - we at IBEC are consulting our members widely
on the future of social partnership against this background (as presumably are
the other partners), NESC is already deeply involved in the strategic analysis,
Forfas is updating its own "Shaping our Future" study, the ESRI is heavily involved
in assisting the process of preparing a new National Development Plan. All of
this serious analysis and preparation should hopefully result in general
acceptance of the need for longer-term perspectives in managing the economy
within EMU. In the preparatory phase over the last number of years the
Maastricht criteria have determined the framework of policy. Business was
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relatively comfortable in the certainties which adherence to the criteria seemed
to bring with it -the relatively strong fiscal discipline and the consistently good
behaviour of inflation added to business confidence. The private entrepreneurial
sector in Ireland in a very real sense came to a new maturity in the years
leading up to EMU. To some extent what is needed within EMU is more of
the same - but the rules have changed and it may take some time for that
reality to be felt generally in the economy. The efforts of economists, which
more recently focused on the problems of Ireland joining EMU, must now be
directed at solutions and new thinking for optimising Ireland's performance in
the euro-bloc.
There are some new certainties, good and bad, there are also new
uncertainties, some economic, some political; new emphasis on structural
change is needed, new strategies are called for and as the theme of this seminar
implies, a new focus is required in leading the economy through this unknown
territory. It is not an option to concede intellectual leadership of our economic
and social prosperity fully to Europe. Business confidence in Ireland is strong
and its continued strength will depend on the ability of policymakers to push
the competitiveness drive ever deeper.

IN BUT OUT OF PHASE?
We do need to distinguish between the set of problems/issues arising because
we have entered EMU out of phase with the rest of Euroland - from those
longer term and arguably more important challenges in the ongoing
management of the economy in this new environment. It is interesting that
many external commentators saw our boom as a major risk factor for Ireland
and even for stability within the system in the first year of EMU and prescribed
radical remedies to be delivered in the 1999 Budget. There are indeed serious
pressure points in the economy and I shall return to these but the external
analyses tends to be based on the automatic prescriptions for large economies
and miss some of the essential characteristics of our somewhat unique "quasi
regional" European case. I shall mention three features: •

Firstly consensus within the social partnership, particularly in relation
to pay and tax does make a difference - on the assumption of course
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that this consensus sticks. I recognise that there are some worrying
signs that expectations in the non-traded public sector are running
well ahead of the present agreement and threatening the possibilities
for a successor. There is much more drift in the system (certainly in
the public sector but also in the private sector) than under earlier
agreements but if the consensus were to break down or even be
stretched much further the strategy of tax giveaway could indeed
be inappropriate.
•

Secondly, the Irish economy has both the potential to grow much
faster than many other EU member states and the need to do so
to bring living standards here really up to European levels. While
the present boom is unsustainable there is no strong probability
that it will be followed by bust; rather the growth path can plausibly
fall back to sustainable (but high by European standards) levels over
the next year or so. (On the assumption, of course, that unreal
expectations do not feed the pressure points in the labour and
housing markets beyond breaking point.)

•

Thirdly, the Irish economy continues to benefit from a dual identity.
On the one hand a hugely successful modern mainly foreign-owned
high technology export sector dependent for growth on broad
world demand (and not therefore supersensitive to fluctuation in,
say, the UK market). On the other an indigenous sector, while still
dominated by food related industry, but increasingly populated by
new or restructured industrial or service exporters; much more
exposed to the UK market. Provided competitiveness dependent
on domestic factors is not allowed to deteriorate, the dual nature
of the economy tends to cushion us somewhat from bouts of weak
demand in the economies of our nearest neighbours. The risks of
sectoral over-concentration in high technology companies in Ireland
are referred to frequently but the fact is that the demand for their
output e.g. information technology and pharmaceuticals, is very
broadly based in world-wide markets. We can also expect to harness
the increasing opportunities such as e-commerce that high
technology brings.
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There are other factors in a small open economy which will tend to mitigate
some of the possible adverse effects of entering EMU at an unsustainable rate
of growth. In the absence of severe shocks such as a sudden sharp weakening
of sterling, the short-term strategy to manage the boom must include
preservation of the pay agreement and diversion of more resources towards
investment rather than consumption. Longer-term strategies are also needed.

CERTAINTY AND UNCERTAINTY
The sets of certainties and uncertainties facing business have shifted as a result
of our entry to EMU. Not all of these changes are attributable to the single
currency itself but must come into play as strategies are being reassessed.
Macro economic management must mirror the adjustments required of
individual businesses. Certainties around the strategies required to achieve
participation in EMU are replaced by new ones: •

The euro guarantees sharper competition within the single market,
price transparency will change behaviour and create new
opportunities and threats and these realities will not be eased by
the cushion of devaluations;

•

Enlargement of the EU to the East seems now a certainty requiring
new investment strategies at firm and at national level in respect of
foreign direct investment;

•

Lower EU funds and a fairly early move towards being a net EU
contributor is a certainty adding importance to the management of
boom surpluses and offering opportunities for private sector
investment to fill some of the gap;

•

Lower interest rates seem to be a reasonable certainty for the
foreseeable future giving rise to significant adjustment in the financial
sector and providing a welcome stimulus to ongoing fulfilment of
infrastructure needs;

•

It may be argued that we have had the certainty of fiscal discipline a
la Maastricht for some time but the Stability and Growth Pact brings
a sharper certainty with its inbuilt penalty clause;
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•

Business also now regards tighter labour supply conditions as a
certainty over the next number of years implying pressure on training
costs and on the need for greater productivity.

New uncertainties abound. The sterling uncertainty in the new situation
dominates and while present wisdom tends to underplay the likelihood of
sudden sharp weakness (or strengthening) of sterling, the memory of 199293 is fresh. Much has been written about the need to build in automatic or
semi-automatic adjustment mechanisms in the wage agreements to deal with
such a potential problem. NESC will no doubt address this again this year and,
while there is a common perception that employee involvement through
share ownership for example can play a part, in practice it is difficult to envisage
mechanistic solutions capable of being agreed at national level. The widely
varying productivity levels between the modern and traditional sectors give
rise to further complications in attempting to construct such "solutions". Already
even in the absence of such a "shock", the higher wage generally commanded
in high technology industry is tending to affect smaller, lower productivity
companies as labour shortages bite at a number of levels. There are other
new uncertainties around potential "shocks" •

The full impact of the Asian crisis is yet to be felt (the ESR.I Winter
1998 Quarterly forecasts a stronger effect this year) and European
and ECB response to possible domestic shocks e.g. in agriculture,
remains to be seen;

•

New uncertainties surround the pressures for harmonisation within
Europe - business attaches a huge importance to the maintenance
of the relative independence on tax matters currently guaranteed
by the unanimity rule within the EU Council; Governments in the
absence of a large federal European budget, must be allowed a
significant degree of freedom to manage fiscal policy;

•

These uncertainties are compounded by the emergence of a
stronger socialist political presence in Europe with a new economic
agenda which we must ensure does not chip away at the Growth
and Stability Pact;

•

New uncertainty surrounds Ireland's political relationship with
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Europe on a broader front as discussed by Garret Fitzgerald in his
paper in Kenmare last Autumn - this is part of the reality of our
movement away from being a large net recipient of EU funds. A
significant part of business investment in Ireland has been influenced
by the positive nature of our relationship with the EU - it is vital that
the new demands of economic management within EMU are also
approached positively at political level and that the Eurosceptic
phenomenon does not drift across the Irish sea. Ireland's long-term
strategic interest lies in being firmly committed to Europe and its
single market;
•

Economic management within EMU also has to cope with new
uncertainties around the future of social partnership.

STRATEGIES AND STRUCTURES
Since economic management must be conducted against the background of
these changed circumstances and cannot rely on quick fixes, it must coherently
address structural issues. In short, the capacity of the economy must be raised
by appropriate supply side policies and the "transaction cost" of doing business
in Ireland must be constantly benchmarked against our competitors. Priorities
must be set in a way which underpins longer-term objectives - infrastructure,
innovative capacity, labour market policy and education and training,
competition policy and the further liberalisation of markets, public sector reform
- all must be addressed afresh against a tax and incomes scenario which favours
growth and employment. These policies should be complemented by an
approach to social inclusion which is progressive and dynamic and transparently
consistent with the maintenance of competitiveness.
IBEC has taken the lead in identifying the magnitude of the gap in Ireland's
infrastructure, as outlined in our Report "Riling the Gap" by Rtzpatrick Associates.
Shortfalls are most visible in transport and housing but other areas require
significant upgrading. Even on the basis of a slower growth rate over the next
five years compared with the last, continued expansion will add to the
infrastructure requirement. The effect of present congestion is to reduce
competitiveness directly and indirectly, adding to the cost of exports from our
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already peripheral position in Europe. A new focus is urgently needed to
eliminate the bottlenecks in housing supply through accelerated investment in
water sewerage and associated road infrastructure. The house price problem
is not amenable to quick solutions and action under the Bacon Report only
provided some temporary relief. House prices are seen increasingly as a threat
to the cost and supply of labour. The only solution is to increase house supply
as quickly and efficiently as possible.. In this area as in others, sharp increases in
infrastructure investment must be accompanied and supported by other policy
changes (some politically difficult) within an overall framework.
•

Public-private partnership projects will form part of this change and
IBEC is working to ensure that these mechanisms come into play
in part to compensate for lower EU funding but also to achieve
significant efficiency gains.

•

Unnecessary delays and consequent costs arise because of
administrative/legal/planning bottlenecks in bringing major projects
to delivery stage.

•

The whole question of user charges needs to be revisited both
from the point of view of rationing usage and attracting private capital.

•

The management and co-ordination of infrastructure must be given
much greater priority as investment rates increase - traffic
management is a very visible example, waste management is
another.

•

A broader long-term vision is needed in urban development which
focuses on wider catchment areas around our major cities with an
integrated approach to mass transit, housing and industrial
development.

Innovation and research and development in Irish industry has been boosted
in recent years but competitive advantage within the new EMU regime will be
achieved through giving added priority to this kind of activity. Present definitions
of R&D for public funding purposes are somewhat restrictive, for example, in
respect of incremental product and process development. Further
encouragement is also needed to increase the commitment of companies on
a broader level across manufacturing R&D and technical innovation. Public
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private partnership between companies and the research capacity of thirdlevel institutions must form part of this deeper commitment of resources.
Successful economic management within EMU will be crucially dependent on
labour market policy. Partnership 2000 spelt out a range of commitments in
respect of actions to combat unemployment - many of these have been
overtaken by events in the market. New institutional responses are called for
and the Employment Action Plan initiatives now seem to be delivering good
results. The key, however, to on-going success in reducing unemployment
and keeping it low is in the responsiveness of employment services to changing
circumstances. IBEC has called for more market oriented training initiatives at
this time in place of general programmes with poor links to the market. Looking
outward, labour markets in Europe are not performing well. They are over
regulated and bear extraordinarily high non-wage costs as a result - one vital
reason why Ireland with its lower costs has been so successful in attracting
foreign direct investment. This is an advantage we should defend strongly and
not be tempted to introduce additional uncompetitive rigidities - minimum
wage legislation is an example. Comparisons of employment performance
within Europe and between Europe and the US should in themselves provide
sufficient evidence to deter policymakers from taking this route.
Education investment has paid off for Ireland and we are by no means at the
optimum yet. New investment is needed but with new emphases - to deal
with early school leaving, to prepare young people for the information society
and to adapt to lower numbers at second level through quality improvements
and better use of scarce resources. Adaptability is a phrase frequently used by
foreign investors when describing the Irish workforce - this is a characteristic
which may well become even more important as economic integration in
Europe proceeds. Initiatives like the IBEC Schools - Business Links Programme
are designed to improve the understanding of business as part of the education
process. Training at work is increasingly seen as an extension of education.
Productivity in the indigenous sector will be improved by devoting more
resources to the training of people at work. The tight labour market has already
brought several changes in response among employers - more is being spent
on recruitment and initial training.

104

The process of liberalising markets in energy and telecommunications is under
way and will yield competitiveness benefits to the economy. The momentum
of this change must be kept up and the active commercialisation of appropriate
areas of public service should form a bigger part of the Strategic Management
Initiative. The dear benefits to business of what has already happened should
encourage this acceleration. The challenge facing State companies within EMU
are significant and include the new rules on regional aids. Private sector
involvement is a key element in preparing for these challenges.
Some observations on the taxation front and harmonisation: Europe does not
need across-the-board harmonisation in all spheres to achieve the full potential
of its single market. In the social sphere some welcome hesitation is evident in
Europe's previous relentless drive towards over-prescriptive legislation. Codes
of conduct or supportive action often make much more sense to managers
and employees alike. Stable management of EMU will not require across-theboard tax harmonisation. Differing structures and requirements of member
states are still correctly reflected in the present position on unanimity insofar
as taxation is concerned. Tax systems should, however, respect principles of
transparency and equity and this is being dealt with by the Commission under
its State Aids powers and under the Code of Conduct on business taxation.
Ireland's total tax requirement as a percentage of GNP is less then that of
Germany or Denmark for example, reflecting both demographic reality and
the way public services have been organised. Low taxes have been shown to
be good for business and employment in Ireland - our tax structure as a recently
industrialised peripheral small open economy may not be appropriate for the
more mature economies but downward pressure on all tax burdens in Europe
would yield good results. Retention of the commitment to move towards the
12.5% rate of Corporation Tax is strategically very important for Ireland.
Operating under this regime will bring a new dynamic to the Irish economy,
will definitely spur further development of services but it will place Irish
manufacturers under stronger competitive pressure from imports as the "pitch"
levels. This factor should give added impetus to the drive for greater productivity
in indigenous manufacturing - not at all helped, in our view, by moves such as
increasing the burden of social insurance contributions on employers in the
Budget.
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REALITY BARGAINING
IBEC as I have said, is still very much in the process of consulting its membership
on the strategy and detail of any negotiation of a new programme. I presume
nobody yet is in the business of setting out the stall but from our point of view
several issues can be highlighted.
We should acknowledge the limits of these programmes - in particular the
boundary between social partnership commitments and government
responsibility needs to be respected. A tendency to attempt to overspecify
could at one level lead to undue complexity and at another transgress this
boundary. The success of the partnership approach has largely hinged on its
ability to identify strategic accommodations - most centrally in the pay
agreements.
Expectations must, as I have indicated, be tempered by the reality of the market
which will quickly punish loss of competitiveness. The preparation of the ground
in this front by NESC will be crucial and the communication of economic
realities based on such a shared analysis is clearly necessary. IBEC is, of course,
very concerned about pressure on public service pay even before negotiation
starts and the scope to deepen the Strategic Management Initiative in addressing
fundamental structures must be fully explored.
Social inclusion objectives should continue to form a central part of any new
programme. We should, in my view, concentrate structures necessary to
support strategic objectives rather than attempt (as in Partnership 2000) to list
an exhaustive series of tightly specified details. The shift in labour market reality
during the period of Partnership 2000 affected the relevance of several of
these commitments. IBEC has, for example, as part of the Partnership 2000
implementation process, acknowledged the role of the social economy
properly defined. A new transparency is required to identify interventions as
such by contract with the fiction which at present, for example, obtains in the
administration of Community Employment (nominally a labour market
programme but patently being used as a social economy instrument in many
cases). We would continue to argue strongly that improvement in social welfare
payments should not act to dis-improve the incentive to work.
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Surpluses expected to be generated during the coming few years should be
applied to strategic purposes including further debt reduction, infrastructure
investment in its broadest sense and to providing some funding for public
pension liabilities. The prospect of continuing public finance surpluses as
negotiations commence must not be seen as giving opportunities for increasing
current spending.
There is, however, further scope for lowering taxation on labour as
employment grows and, hopefully, as part of the achievement of a further
national consensus. Commitments under the present programme have been
more than met and it is important now to shape tax policy within this framework
against the realities in the labour market - a need to achieve really significant
reductions in structural unemployment, shortage of labour in a number of
skilled areas and the need to increase participation by women. Further alleviation
is needed at lower pay levels but disincentives are building up (especially for
second earners) at higher levels where skills are in short supply.
The EMU constraints force management of the economy much more to the
micro level where productivity, education, competition and efficiency are vital.
Government's role will be to give support through appropriate regulation and
fiscal measures, including adherence to the Stability and Growth Pact, and
through ensuring that public services act to optimise the performance of the
private sector rather than reduce its capacity. Strategies for effective social
inclusion will depend for their success in turn on these supporting policies.
Strategic consensus among the social partners is even more important now
than when the economy was struggling - expectations, however, must be
tempered by the cold realities of the new scenario in Europe.
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Chapter 5

A TRADE UNION PERSPECTIVE
Patricia O'Donovan

INTRODUCTION
Over the years, I have met on behalf of Congress delegations from a wide
range of countries (Sweden, Austria, South Africa, Lithuania, Mauritius to name
but afew!) all of whom wanted to learn more about the Irish social partnership
model and to understand how it works with a view to emulating it or at least
emulating those aspects of it associated with economic success. No matter
how often I meet with such groups, I always feel that my explanation of the
Irish model is inadequate as I have difficulty describing it in concrete terms
which are meaningful in the context of their experiences. I sometimes feel
that they go away thinking that they have not been told the full story! It is easy
of course to point to the positive outcomes of social partnership in terms of
the now well-known favourable macro-economic indicators, employment
growth, the improved industrial relations environment and so on. It is much
more difficult to capture the complex set of institutional arrangements and the
multipartite interactions and relationships which have enabled Irish social
partnership to continue and to evolve over the last 10 years.
A recent ILO study1 points out that social partnership models in Europe have
their own national 'path dependency' which is described as follows:
Institutions are carved out over many years and are the product of
specific cultures, traditions and alliances, which serve to direct change
processes.
I make these general introductory comments at the outset for two reasons.
First, it is important from a trade union perspective to underline the complexity
of the process - a point which some commentators seem to miss as they
frequently - and I believe deliberately - seek to collapse the social partnership
agreements into narrow, one-dimensional pay agreements. Second, the
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'intangibles' associated with social partnership such as problem-solving capacity,
enhanced understanding and trust, diversity of perspectives and institutional
innovation are at least as critical to the success of social partnership as the
tangible factors measured in terms of better pay, improvements in social benefits
and increased employment.
The report prepared by Professor Rory O'Donnell in 1997 for the National
Economic and Social Forum2 represents, in my view, the most coherent
analysis of the multi-dimensional nature of social partnership in Ireland as it
has evolved over the last 10 years. That report, which digs below the surface,
exposes the rich veins yet to be mined as well as the fault lines which could
undermine the whole project. Indeed, it provides a very useful point of
reference and some valuable insights for the crystal ball gazing which will go
on this year as Partnership 2000 draws to a close.
In assessing social partnership as it has developed over the last decade, I will
do this in this paper by looking briefly at each of the Programmes in terms of
the context in which they were negotiated, their content and the trade union
objectives set for each of them. I am not presenting this assessment as a
general trade union overview or indeed as a Congress view but very much as
my own assessment of the process as one of the trade union participants
involved in the social partnership negotiations since 1987.

PROGRAMME FOR NATIONAL RECOVERY (1988 - 1990)
When the Programme for National Recovery (PNR) was negotiated in 1987,
the country was experiencing a major economic and social crisis. There was
virtually no growth in the economy, unemployment was increasing rapidly,
the national debt was expected to deteriorate further, living standards were
declining, the burden of taxation was increasing and major social inequities
were getting worse.
The PNR was unique in the history of the State. It was unique both in its
context and in its content. The context was an Irish economy facing its biggest
crisis ever. Conflicting views were being put forward on how to tackle that
crisis. In particular, the views of the New Right (influenced by Thatcherism
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and Reaganomics) were becoming more and more part of the national
consensus on what needed to be done - including the view that trade unions
should be weakened and marginalised.
When Congress held a Special Delegate Conference in early 1990 to consider
withdrawing from the PNR, it set out its assessment of the achievements and
shortcomings of the Programme. These were not measured against our
aspirations but against what could realistically be achieved by alternative methods
bearing in mind the political, economic and social realities of the day where
the balance of political, economic and social forces were weighted against the
full implementation of trade union policies.
In this assessment, the PNR was not seen as either a total success or a total
failure but the overwhelming view was that its advantages outweighed its
disadvantages. The background documentation presented to the Special
Delegate Conference, summed up the position as follows:
The ICTU did not succeed in getting everything it wanted included in
the PNR. Neither did we expect the Programme to create full
employment, wipe out poverty and emigration, eliminate low pay, solve
industrial relations problems on the factory floor and transform the tax
system by 1990.
But the trade union input to the PNR has changed the social and
economic agenda and shifted the national consensus. Today, job creation
is the national priority, the right of those depending on social welfare to
a decent standard of living is accepted, high profit makers have now to
justify their failure to invest in jobs, low pay is considered a scandal and
tax reform is no longer depending on a crock of gold at the end of a
rainbow.3
Based on this analysis, trade unions voted to continue with the PNR and to
focus on ensuring that the commitments in it were fully implemented. The
PNR, despite its many shortcomings, had worked in that the country was
finally seen to be emerging from the crisis.

PROGRAMME FOR ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL PROGRESS
(1991 - 1993)
With the PNR due to expire at the end of 1990, Congress published in October,
1990 its proposals for the future focusing on Ireland's need for a long-term
strategy.4 It identified the major challenges facing the country as follows:
•

a quarter of a million people unemployed while high growth rates,
high exports, high profits are not being translated into sufficient jobs
and at a fast enough pace,

•

long-term unemployed people, of whom there are 100,000, are
not benefiting at all from the increase in job creation,

•

many of the jobs being created, especially in the services sector are
very low paid and young workers, in particular part-time workers
are being exploited,

•

living standards are still less then half the EU average with a tax
system that is very inequitable and unemployment and low incomes
leaving too many families in poverty,

•

Ireland operates a market economy but the absence of real
competition in many areas means that consumers are being
overcharged and profit margins increased for personal gain,

•

social rights are underdeveloped with major inequities in social
welfare, health, education and housing. We have a big State but a
weak State when it comes to ensuring that national priorities are
implemented, especially in our health services,

•

these problems must be tackled at a time when we still have a high
national debt, which has to be reduced, prepare as a country for
European integration and cope with a number of international
uncertainties.

Now that the economy was in a healthier condition primarily due to the wage
moderation and constraints on public expenditure accepted by trade unions
during the PNR, Congress argued for a new approach to take account of the
changed circumstances. This approach would draw lessons not only from the
success of the PNR but also from its shortcomings. It would recognise that
fundamental structural problems were there before the PNR and owed much
to our failure, as a nation, to lay down a long-term strategy for development.

Congress proposed that the Government, Congress and the employer and
farm organisations would agree a long-term development strategy for the
next decade. The overall aim of the long-term strategy would be the
development of a modern efficient social market economy in Ireland - a market
economy with regulations on competition, company law and consumer rights,
low levels of unemployment and a high level of social protection. In devising
the strategy, Congress suggested that we could learn from the achievements
of small-open economies such as Austria, Denmark and Finland which had
more developed economies, higher living standards and lower unemployment
than Ireland.
The key objectives of the long-term strategy proposed by Congress were:
•

long-term sustained economic growth linked with greater enterprise
and the generation of more wealth, efficiency and competition in
the economy,

•

a reduction in unemployment below 100,000 before the end of
the 1990s,

•

narrowing the gap in living standards between Ireland and the rest
of Europe and the removal of major social inequalities including
poverty,

•

development of greater social rights and a new public service ethos
for our health, education, social welfare and housing services,

•

promotion of collective and individual social responsibility through
tackling tax evasion, company fraud, polluters, social welfare fraud
and abuses of public services,

•

development of more democracy and equality in Ireland through
worker participation, worker shareholding, women's rights,
consumers rights and local government reform.

Congress recommended that a Programme for Economic and Social
Development be negotiated as the first step in the implementation of this
long-term strategy for the decade. This Programme should contain specific
proposals for the earlier years on:

•

macroeconomics policies geared to low inflation, low interest rates
and control of the national debt,

•

a radical programme of fundamental structural reforms, including
radical tax reform, a major assault on long-term unemployment
and a total restructuring of our social services, in particular the health
services.

The message to employers and Government was clear. The agenda would
have to go well beyond the terms of the PNR and include specific arrangements
for sharing the benefits of economic recovery and give trade unions an
opportunity to shape the future not just at national level but also in the
workplace.
Congress was successful in broadening the agenda and the Programme for
Economic and Social Progress (PESP) contained comprehensive reform
proposals and expenditure commitments in relation to health, education,
housing and other social expenditure as well as greater flexibility in relation to
pay. The innovative Area-Based Strategy to tackle long-term unemployment
was created and piloted under PESR This is now recognised as one of the
most effective integrated responses to long-term unemployment and provided
the foundation for the development of local community partnerships which
are now accepted as an essential part of policy and decision-making to deal
with social exclusion.
But the positive aspects of PESP were soured by a government decision in the
1992 Budget to introduce social welfare cuts which seriously affected the
incomes of many people dependent on social welfare. Changes and cuts were
introduced under the guise of reform and entitlements to benefits were
restricted or benefits were abolished altogether. Congress argued that these
cuts and changes were contrary to the overall commitment in PESP to protect
the incomes of people on social welfare. This situation was exacerbated in the
1993 Budget which introduced a I % 'temporary' income levy. So, by the end
of 1993 when the question of afollow-on programme to PESP was considered,
Congress refused to enter negotiations on a new Programme until agreement

was reached on removal of the I % income levy and reversal of the social
welfare cuts. Discussions with Government on these issues were not successful
initially and Congress advised affiliated unions in November, 1993 to prepare
for negotiations at local level with individual employers. The Government
responded to the strong stand taken by Congress by modifying its position
sufficiently to open the way for talks on a new Programme.
During the 3 year period of PESR economic growth was well above the EU
and OECD averages; inflation fell to below the European average and even
below the German rate of inflation; output growth in Irish manufacturing
industry was second only to Japan and substantially ahead of most European
countries. And yet there was no growth in employment, unemployment
increased by over 70,000 and income in Ireland remained well below the
European average. The biggest failure of this period was that the high levels of
growth, high levels of output and the best economic indicators in Europe
were not translating into more jobs.

PROGRAMME FOR COMPETITIVENESS
AND WORK (1994 ■ 1996)
With the prospect of a new Programme being put in place, Congress put
forward a vision which challenged Irish economic and political thinking to adopt
the 'high road1 to development - to invest in higher levels of technology, higher
levels of skills and greater levels of co-operation between workers and
management as a means of creating more jobs and protecting existing
employment.
When discussions on a new Programme finally opened in January, 1994, the
President of Congress, Phil Flynn set the scene in the following terms at the
first meeting with Government and the other social partners:
From our side, I want to say that we are committed to negotiating a
new Agreement. But we are not committed to negotiating just any
sort of Agreement - or an Agreement at any price. We are not interested
in a PESP Mark II or, as some people have naively suggested, going
back to the PNR. Those were Programmes for their time.

In these negotiations, Congress seized the opportunity to try to shift the focus
of Government economic and social policies. Everybody accepted that getting
the economic environment right was important but Congress was convinced
that it was not enough to reduce unemployment, equip Ireland to compete in
the global market and prepare for the transition to a knowledge-based society.
Congress emphasised the need to develop our human resources arguing that
it was only by developing and utilising the resources of all people that we
could respond positively to the challenges facing us, create new jobs, protect
existing jobs, develop effective programmes for long-term unemployed people
and achieve progress in a way that was fair and sustainable.
To make the development of our human resources a reality, Congress sought
a Partnership at Work at national level but especially at company level as a
central element in any new Agreement. Congress spelt out what it meant by
partnership at the workplace and pointed out that it was not possible for trade
union leaders, government ministers, employer and farmer representatives
alone, to continue meeting at national level to discuss the grave problems
facing the country. Social partnership at national level could not work if the
means to tackle these problems were not also discussed and implemented in
a real partnership between management and workers in every workplace
throughout the country in the private sector, the State companies and in the
public service.
Congress summarised its demands going into these talks as follows:
•

More jobs: the National Development Plan for Structural Funds
expenditure set down some new measures to create jobs, but
Congress sought more specific measures over and above the
National Plan to translate the high levels of output into more jobs
in industry and services, greater protection for existing jobs and
better programmes for the long-term unemployed.

•

Investment: in higher levels of innovation, higher quality, high levels
of skills, positive flexibility and higher levels of co-operation between
workers and management rather than low wages, low skills and
poor conditions.
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•

Protection: the living standards of workers should be protected
with an improvement for low paid workers through a combination
of pay increases and tax changes in the Budgets during the term of
the Programme.

•

Social Wage: Any new Programme should continue to promote
the social wage and provide improvements in education, health,
social welfare and housing.

•

Workplace Partnership: Every worker should be given a real say in
developments at their place of work.

The main success of the Programme for Competitiveness and Work (PCW)
was that living standards were improved during the period through a
combination of pay increases, tax relief, measures to maintain low inflation, to
increase employment and to develop the social wage. Significant progress
towards this objective in 1995 and 1996 resulted in increases in living standards
in Ireland which brought average income levels to almost 90 per cent of the
EU average. On the basis of the success in achieving higher living standards,
the strategy to combine moderate wage increases with tax reform measures
pursued so effectively under PCW set the scene for the pay negotiations in
the next Programme - Partnership 2000.
Under PCW important initiatives were also taken in relation to unemployment
and in particular long-term unemployment. The target for job-creation set
under the Programme was an increase of 60,000 in the numbers employed
over the duration of the Programme. In fact, a net job creation total of 138,000
was achieved over this period.
The main failure of PCW was the lack of progress in developing workplace
partnership which employers were prepared to pay lip service to but were
clearly not prepared to make the fundamental changes in culture and attitudes
which were necessary to bring this about.

PARTNERSHIP 2000 (1997 - 2000)
Partnership 2000, the fourth in the series of national Programmes marked a
major departure from the previous Programmes. For the first time, the
partnership was extended to include representatives of the community and
voluntary sector. This was an important development and brought new thinking
and energy to the process, particularly in relation to the social inclusion agenda.
In previous Programmes, improvements in the social field seemed to be the
exclusive concern of Congress which was generally the only social partner to
bring forward proposals in this area.
The economic circumstances in which Partnership 2000was negotiated were
also in sharp contrast to the backdrop to the other Programmes. With economic
growth of 7%, record job creation, unemployment falling for the first time in
a decade and the national debt declining in line with the Maastricht criteria, the
trade union priorities for Partnership 2000were very different. In a document
presented to the Economic and Social Summit organised by Government in
October, 1996,5 Congress stated that the three previous Programmes had
achieved much but that similar Programmes would not be adequate for the
challenges which lay ahead. We called for a widening and deepening of the
process into a genuine partnership to include the workplace and the wider
community. If the new partnership were to meet the new challenges, it would
have to be sustained and informed by the following principles:
•

Acceptance of our interdependence: In other words - as NESC
put it - no group - government, employers, workers, the wider
community - can achieve its goals without a significant degree of
support from others.

•

Appreciation of the value of co-operation: If we accept our inter
dependence we should be able to appreciate the value of
co-operating together to achieve our aims.

•

Greater respect for workers and entrepreneurs: The contribution
of workers and entrepreneurs to our economic and social well
being is undervalued by Irish society in general and by each other.
This respect should go beyond a recognition of our inter
dependence to a genuine regard for the value of our distinct
contributions.

•

Higher levels of trust: Greater mutual respect should lead to higher
levels of trust, more openness and less suspicion of each other's
motives. Workers will accept the need for more profits if they are
getting their share. Management will get the changes they require
when they show concern for maintaining jobs.

•

Commitment to fair sharing: All social partners should accept that
the fruits of economic growth be shared by all citizens in a manner
that reflects this country's commitment to social solidarity and a
better quality of life for all our people.

Congress believed that a new partnership inspired by these principles would
enable us to meet the new challenges.
It was widely acknowledged (internationally as well as nationally) at that stage
that the series of national Programmes since 1987 had provided the key for
the turn around in the Irish economy so the political climate was strongly in
favour of continuing with this approach. Having contributed substantially to
this economic miracle, workers' expectations were rightly high. Many workers,
particularly in the highly profitable sectors of the economy, believed that they
were better placed in a time of high economic growth to secure higher pay
increases through local bargaining.
Congress saw Partnership 2000 as a watershed in the evolution of social
partnership in Ireland and believed that it would determine whether social
partnership developed or died. We saw it as the last window of opportunity
to widen and deepen the national partnership process into a genuine
partnership at the level of the workplace. It is for this reason that implementation
of the chapter of Partnership 2000 on Action through Partnership for
Competitive Enterprises (Chapter 9) is seen by trade unions as one of the
most important challenges of the Programme.
The extent to which partnership at the workplace has become a reality during
Partnership 2000 will be one of the main trade union benchmarks when we
come to assess its success or failure. All the parties who have an interest in
maintaining the national partnership and who wish to see it continue and
evolve to meet the challenges of the next millennium have a responsibility to

make that partnership tangible at the workplace level. Partnership 2000
provided the opportunity to do so. While there has been much innovation
and activity in some sectors in building meaningful workplace partnerships,
some key sectors of the economy have remained immune to such change or
have been openly hostile to it.
In addition, while Partnership 2000 established a High-Level Group to address
the question of union recognition and the right to bargain, many workers feel
that failure by Government and employers so far to agree a solution to this
issue continues to undermine the credibility of the national partnership process.
It is a big cloud hanging over social partnership and will certainly influence the
climate for any continuation of social partnership at national level beyond the
year 2000.

CONCLUSIONS
After more than a decade of national Programmes, it is appropriate that trade
unions continue to question and challenge the efficacy of such Programmes in
terms of measuring progress towards achieving our core objectives of
improving pay and conditions for working people, ensuring a fair distribution
of the wealth and benefits created by economic growth and addressing the
structural inequalities in Irish society. In any assessment of social partnership
from a trade union perspective, the questions to be asked are:
•

Has the strategy adopted over the last ten years ensured that the
trade union movement had some influence over Government
economic and social policy?

•

Did it counter the strategy of those who wished to take the 'low
road' of deregulation, unfettered competition, low wages and low
skills?

•

Did it protect the living standards of working people, those without
a job and those depending on social welfare?

At the Special Delegate Conference held in January, 1997 to ratify Partnership
2000, Dan Murphy, General Secretary of the PSEU and a member of the
Congress Executive Council summed up his union's views as follows:

[Partnership 2000] has to be seen in the context of its three
predecessors and, in this regard, it is useful to remember a few highlights
from the past ten years:
•

on general economic and social issues, the trade union movement
has exercised an enormous degree of influence on the policies
adopted by Government,

•

we have also been able to secure significant movement in the
direction of greater equity in the taxation code, including reductions
in the burden of direct taxation on workers,

•

we have been able to make progress in securing real increases in
incomes for all members over and above inflation, which is now at
one of the lowest rates it has ever been (due in no small part to our
contribution) and we have secured special provision for the lowest
paid.

Congress has always said that the decision to participate in national Programmes
is a matter of strategy rather than policy or ideology. In 1987, the objectives of
that strategy were generally understood as
•

protecting the living standards of workers in the context of a difficult
economic climate,

•

protecting the position of those on fixed incomes,

•

moderating Government action in relation to public expenditure

•

getting a Government commitment to put unemployment at the

cuts,
top of the agenda.
These objectives were refined and developed during the periods of the three
subsequent Programmes with each Programme reflecting the changing
economic environment and priorities. Each one was a product of its time
reflecting different economic and social priorities. On each occasion, the
decision to continue trade union participation in national Programmes was
made by vote of the trade union membership who weighed up the benefits
and shortcomings in the light of their own experience at workplace level, the
impact on their living standards as well as the broader economic and social
issues.
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As debate and discussion about a further Programme to follow Partnership
2000 gets underway over the coming months, the trade union movement
will be looking at whether or not it is still a valid and an effective mechanism to
achieve our objectives. The economic climate has changed dramatically even
though unemployment, particularly long-term unemployment remains
unresolved. Ireland is now perceived as one of the healthiest economies in
the European Union. Projected growth rates for the next 5 years are lower
than those experienced in recent years but are still well ahead of EU and
OECD averages. Most importantly, the unemployment rate is forecast to
continue to fall bringing Irish unemployment below the EU average having
been for many years one of the highest in the EU.
National Programmes are generally perceived in the broader public arena as a
good way of doing business and the perception amongst the general public is
that trade unions are more responsive and more committed to broader
interests rather than just pursuing narrow, sectional interests. This favourable
public opinion has been hard-won and is a key ingredient in maintaining the
relatively favourable perception of the role of trade unions in Ireland. In assessing
the advantages of social partnership from a trade union perspective, trade
unions do not lightly disregard this factor as we recognise that this favourable
and supportive public attitude enhances our capacity to achieve our objectives.
But social partnership at national level is showing some signs of fatigue. It
needs to be re-invigorated by effective partnerships at the workplace and in
the community. Transferring the social partnership concept into tangible form
at workplace level has been one of the biggest challenge for the trade union
movement. If most workers do not see the value-added of social partnership
and do not experience the 'feel-good' factor associated with it in their day-today dealings with employers, this failure will eat away at the heart of the national
partnership. The big 'no' minority vote in the ratification of Partnership 2000
reflected workers' dissatisfaction with employers' attitude to partnership. In
his statement to the Conference to ratify Partnership 2000, Peter Cassells,
General Secretary of Congress put it in the following stark terms:
If employers and managers are willing to use this opportunity to develop
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real partnership, then together we can make a new beginning for the
new millennium. If they do not, then let there be no doubt about the
consequences. If partnership has not developed by the year 2000,
Congress will not then be warning that it will die. It will be dead.
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Chapter 6

PARTNERSHIPS AND RURAL
DEVELOPMENT
Patricia O'Hara

INTRODUCTION
In this short presentation I will focus on some of the current and emerging
issues for rural development in the context of social partnership, asking whether
partnership structures have or can provide an effective response to the
problems of rural areas in Ireland. I look first, briefly, at social partnership as a
mechanism for rural development policy formulation and argue that, as in
agricultural policy, the European Union (EU), rather than social partnership,
has been the main influence on rural development policy. I then go on to
outline some of the key rural development problems before discussing the
extent to which partnerships as operational structures can address them.

SOCIAL PARTNERSHIP AND RURAL DEVELOPMENT AT
NATIONAL LEVEL
Social partnership as a mechanism for negotiation and delivery of national
policy and as an organisational model for local development emerged in Ireland
in the late 1980s and has been acknowledged as very successful and a major
contributor to Ireland's current prosperity (Sabel, 1996; Teahon, 1997). The
adoption of social partnership happened to coincide with a period of
unprecedented policy activity in relation to rural development but this was
primarily the result of policy restructuring in the European Union rather than
of any domestic changes (see O'Hara and Commins, 1998). Ever since Ireland
entered the then European Economic Community (EEC) in 1973, rural policy
has been in the shadow of the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP). CAP
emphasis on support for agriculture meant that rural and regional development
faded into the background and the policies adopted were based largely on the
assumption that what was good for farming was good for rural areas. The
result was a national policy structure consisting primarily of transfers to farmers,
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via the price support mechanism of the CAR with relatively little specific support
or attention to the rural sector otherwise. Brussels became the locus of
agricultural policy negotiation and the attention of national government was
largely directed to maximising the transfers to Irish agriculture via the CAP
mechanism.
The process of CAP reform which began in the mid-1980s set in train a
transformation in the nature of support to farmers, awakened environmental
concerns and broadened the policy focus to the needs of rural areas. While
this led to the introduction of some non-agricultural initiatives for rural
development, farming has nevertheless continued to be the main focal point
of CAP support. The main changes have related to the basis on which payments
are made to farmers rather than to an overhaul of the policy framework or
method of assisting rural areas. Support for commodity prices has been gradually
reduced and replaced by direct payments to farmers, either through headage
or compensatory payments, or inducements to protect the environment,
diversify farm production or retire from farming. The current process of reform
in the context of Agenda 2000 will undoubtedly involve further substantial
dismantling of the price support structure and associated compensation to
farmers in the form of direct payments. Specific support to rural development,
other than to the farming sector, has been much less substantial and has been
given effect mainly in the LEADER programme and, less directly and in a different
policy context, in the rural partnerships in the Local Development Programme.
Of course it can be argued that rural areas also benefit from development
measures generally but we are concerned here with policy and practice specific
to the rural sector, and that which is referred to as such in both EU and domestic
policy discourse.
The establishment of "social partnership" at the national level which began in
1987 with the negotiation of the first of a set of national agreements, was
potentially less significant for the agricultural sector therefore, given the
dominance of Europe in setting the policy agenda in the sector. Nevertheless,
the farming organisations comprised one of the main partners in the
negotiations for this and subsequent agreements and, together with the Irish
Co-operative Organisation Society (ICOS), they formed one of the four "pillars"
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in the negotiation of the current agreement, Partnership 2000. However, the
room to manoeuvre at national level is circumscribed by the fact that farm
policy is largely conceived, negotiated and funded from Brussels. But the
presence of the farming interests at the negotiating table has ensured that an
agri-model of rural development has been dominant and that the concerns of
farmers are well represented in any nationally conceived initiatives and
programmes. The only other rural representation in national partnership
negotiations comes through the direct participation of Irish Rural Link (the
national network of rural groups in disadvantaged areas) as part of the
community platform — one of the groups which represented the community
and voluntary "pillar" in the negotiation of Partnership 2000. Social partnership
as a mechanism for the negotiation of policy has therefore continued the
traditional close relationships between farming interests and the Department
of Agriculture regarding the formulation and negotiation of agricultural policy
(O'Donnell and Thomas, 1998).

PARTNERSHIP AS AN ORGANISATIONAL MODEL FOR
LOCALLY-BASED RURAL DEVELOPMENT
While social partnership as a mechanism for national policy negotiation in
agriculture and rural development has been relatively limited in its direct effects
on policy, partnership has been the dominant organisational model for locallybased development over the past decade or so. Nationally, the partnership
approach developed in part as a response to widespread concern about
unemployment and emigration in the 1980s. Part of the reorientation of public
policy involved acknowledging that the existing centralised system for economic
development and welfare provision was evidently ineffective in tackling
persistent long term unemployment and social exclusion. A key element in
the new approach, therefore, was an emphasis on local development as a
solution to the problem of long term unemployment and the associated
establishment of a support system for area-based and community development.
A second factor influencing the adoption of partnership has been the espousal
by the EU of so-called "bottom-up" approaches to development in EU
programmes. The EU LEADER Initiative for rural development is built on
partnership structures and the EU has consistently promoted partnership as
125

the organisational model for rural and regional development in the operational
programmes associated with expenditure of Structural Funds. In these contexts
partnership is conceptualised as an integrative mechanism - vertical, between
state and EU and local and regional entities, and horizontal, across sectors - at
various levels. It is also linked to the idea of subsidiarity and to "bottom-up"
development.
The need for rural development policy to be based on partnership was one
of the key points in the Cork Declaration of 1996 which sets out the main
principles for a new European rural development policy. This is taken up again
in the Buckwell Report (1997) which outlines the main elements of a Common
Agricultural and Rural Development Policy for Europe (CARPE) and stresses
the need for partnership in the construction of regional plans and the operation
of local structures. Commissioner Fischler has repeatedly reiterated the EU
commitment to partnership in rural development, in such statements as:
Sustainable rural development can be mobilised and strengthened if
we succeed in mobilising the rural population, if we advance new
strategies on the ground, and if we enable an exchange of experiences.
Therefore Europe needs local initiatives and partnerships,...to prepare
for the challenges of the 21 st century. (Fischler, 1998).
The EU Commission recommendations for rural development policy for 20002006 reiterate the need for subsidiarity and partnership, arguing that the success
of regional development measures depends on the involvement of the rural
community.
Thus, in the 1990s the concepts of partnership, involving a coming together
of the public, private and community sectors at local level, and area-based
development have been central to EU and Irish development strategies. In
rural areas this is given effect in the LEADER programme and also in the
Integrated Development of Disadvantaged and Other Areas (known as the
Local Development Programme) which is part of the Community Support
Framework for Structural Fund expenditure. Seventeen Irish LEADER groups
were included in the LEADER I programme for the period 1992-1994 while
its successor, LEADER II, involves 34 groups and runs for the period 1995126

1999. The Local Development Programme is supporting 38 partnership
companies in 35 Designated Areas, 18 of which are rural, as well as 30 Rural
Community Groups in Non-Designated Areas, many of which have partnership
structure. Local development in this context is defined as a collective effort to
improve local economic, social and environmental conditions through an
integrated effort to counter disadvantage.
Before turning to considering the partnership approach in tackling rural
problems, it is appropriate to set out briefly some of the key issues with which
any rural strategy is faced.

KEY CHALLENGES FOR RURAL DEVELOPMENT
The profound changes which have occurred in the Irish rural economy over
the past few decades are fairly well known. I n the farm sector a quarter century
of EU membership has been associated with a transformation in farm structures
and, in the last decade, a recognition that the future of rural society could no
longer depend on agriculture alone. The decline in the numbers employed in
agriculture has not been offset by sufficient growth in non-agricultural activities,
particularly in manufacturing industry and services. Lack of employment
opportunities in rural areas leads to population decline and demographic
imbalance. Apart for the familiar profile of decline and disadvantage, the
phenomenal economic growth of the 1990s is now confronting parts of rural
Ireland with challenges and problems undreamed of even a decade ago.
We can identify a number of key trends as follows.
I) The continued decline in the numbers engaged in farming and
varying predictions (usually between 20,000 and 30,000) as to the
numbers who will "survive" as full-time commercially viable farmers
into the first two decades of the next century. Those in farming
occupations now account for only about one quarter of the rural
labour force and are a minority of the rural population. Fewer farm
children seek a future in full-time farming as they and their parents
lose faith in farming as a viable and worthwhile occupation.
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2) Only half of the household income on Irish farms now comes from
agriculture and most of that comes in the form of direct payments
to farmers. In 1997 direct payments accounted for more than 100
per cent of farm income on cattle and sheep farms (the majority of
all farms). This is to say that market based output on such farms is
not sufficient to cover total costs. The system of direct payments
favours the larger volume, high income farmers (Frawley, 1998).
3) Sources of non-farm income are off-farm work and social welfare
payments (mainly pensions) and there is a higher dependence on
off-farm income in the poorer farming regions. According to
Teagasc's National Farm survey, in 1997, the farm operator and/or
spouse had an off-farm occupation on 43 per cent of farms
(Commins and McHugh, 1998). Opportunities for off-farm
employment, while increasing are very variable and are best in those
areas close to urban centres. The numbers of farm women retaining
or returning to paid work are increasing and, given that the growth
in non-farm employment generally over the last decade was much
higher for women, this trend is likely to continue.
4) The rural environment itself has become a consumption good which
consumers look to for recreation as well as food. This has opened
up considerable possibilities for farm families to diversify and
commercialise traditional activities and skills, as well as focusing
attention on the inherent value and fragility of the rural environment.
5) There are very considerable differences between rural areas broadly
between east and west but also within the regions. Detailed sub
regional analysis of rural population patterns reveals a hierarchy of
spatial disadvantage, with the areas of least loss being those within
commuting distance of urban areas. The more remote and
marginalised rural areas find themselves too narrowly dependent
on farming and caught in a spiral of deteriorating infrastructures and
services which, in turn, affects their ability to retain population and
attract investment to their areas (NESC, 1997). In peri-urban areas
rapid housing development can put intolerable pressure on
infrastructure and services in well-established small rural
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communities. In coastal and scenic areas tourist development,
particularly the construction of holiday homes, distorts local
economies and further marginalises local populations (see Heanue,
1998).
6) Rural social exclusion (whereby individuals or groups are excluded
from resources and opportunities which are considered the norm)
has a specific character. It is dispersed, individualised and
privatised in nature and not always amenable to a collective
response.
A number of key implications follow from these trends:
•

the problems of rural areas need to be understood as a regional
issue and responded to in an integrated way, encompassing strategic
appraisal of agriculture and natural resources, human resources,
infrastructural conditions, including transport and housing

•

the present and future viability of rural economies, including parttime family farming is clearly dependent on the availability of multiple
sources of income in rural areas

•

the concept of sustainable development should be the norm to
which rural development strategy aspires. This involves economic,
social, environmental and demographic dimensions and, in particular
the avoidance of social exclusion (see Commins and McHugh, 1998)

•

while agriculture remains central in rural economies, support for
the rural sector generally is very heavily concentrated on farming.
This has the effect of maintaining the focus of most rural policy on
the farm sector and creating an artificial separation between
agriculture and rural development

•

farming, therefore, needs to be integrated into a wider rural
development agenda which shifts the focus from production
exclusively by recognising and supporting its role in environmental
management, as well as linking farm and food production more
closely in terms of local identity and distinctiveness of products,
thus seeing farmers as business people and environmental managers
as much as food producers (Lowe and Ward, 1998)
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PARTNERSHIP STRUCTURES AND LOCAL RURAL
DEVELOPMENT
The development activities in which local development partnerships and
LEADER groups are typically involved have been described and discussed
elsewhere (Sabel, 1996; Walsh et al. 1998; O'Hara, 1998). Broadly, they
include economic enterprise activities which are the most common and are
aimed at income generation and employment creation; culture and heritage
activities aimed at the promotion and revival of local identity; and community
service and social economy activities aimed at addressing local needs and often
targeted at social exclusion. Walsh et al. (1998) also provide an extensive
analysis of the partnership experience in local development. There is little
point here in reiterating their observations, so I will highlight what I consider
to be a few salient issues regarding partnership structures in the rural context.
Partnerships operating in rural areas, either in the context of the LEADER
Programme or the Local Development Programme, generally have atripartite
structure involving the public, private and community/voluntary sector. These
structures have facilitated a range of interests, who would otherwise have
operated in separate spheres, to work together and engage in integrated
actions. Groups have been enabled to access funding and technical assistance
to move beyond the "wish list" stage, prepare logical plans and put in place a
set of meaningful actions to tackle a range of social and economic problems.
The most successful partnerships generally have a strong economic
development agenda but manage to combine this with a significant focus on
community development and social exclusion. They have done this either by
having both an economic and social orientation from the start, or by broadening
their focus to include community development as they evolved. The Local
Development Programme (LDP) has had a very significant effect in helping to
bring about this shift in orientation (apart from its obvious role in facilitating the
establishment of new groups). The provision of technical assistance, the
requirement to produce a plan based on a consultative process, and the
necessity to target social exclusion have all been important in influencing the
way in which the social agenda is addressed. Participation in the LDP has also
introduced more enterprise-minded groups to a whole range of issues and
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concerns in their areas of operation that might otherwise have been
overlooked.
Rural partnerships then can be said to be responding to rural development
problems in local areas by, inter alia, creating economic opportunities,
establishing and meeting unmet needs, providing infrastructure and information
support for individuals and groups, engaging in capacity-building through training
and animation, as well as networking and attempting to influence policy. These
actions can have a very significant effect on local areas and can create a critical
mass of development activity and generate considerable momentum. They
generate social capital and provide an important counterbalance to national
programmes which often relate to rural areas as homogenous entities and are
unable to accommodate regional differences or local particularities. They are,
however, limited in their effect, generally depending on a small staff and budget
and a group of committed volunteers.
Most locally-based rural development organisations rely to an enormous extent
on voluntary, unpaid work across a wide range, from the board members to
those delivering services locally. The cost of this commitment in rural areas
can be very significant and those active in locally-based development on a
voluntary basis incur considerable expense in terms of time and travel,
particularly in the more remote rural areas. Women face barriers to participation
because of the lack of availability of childcare and eldercare facilities. Inevitably,
this restricts their capacity to participate on boards, committees, or in other
organisational activities. Significant voluntary involvement in rural development
makes considerable demands on time, care support, transportation and money.
It is also important to recognise that volunteer commitment can not be sustained
indefinitely without ongoing support and recognition. The most successful
partnerships have devised ways of supporting and sustaining volunteer effort
and minimising disillusionment and disaffection, but this involves a clear and
conscious strategy of participation and recognition of volunteerism as one of
the foundations of locally-based development.
Partnerships are not autonomous self-supporting agencies but, ironically, are
"top-down" creations conceived and funded from outside and controlled to a

significant extent by central government. As such, their capacity to respond to
rural development problems is constrained, not only by funding conditions
and regulations at national and EU level, but is conditioned by the various
interests involved, including the professional staff. This can be reflected in
development plans and programmes and, since a partnership is in a sense a
contrived entity, it is possible for its development agenda to be colonised. In
this situation its response to local development needs may be inadequate or
local community actors may be disempowered.
This issue is related to that of representativeness and accountability ? what
Sabel (1996) refers to as partnerships' "fragile democratic legitimacy". The very
elements which give the current phase of local development its dynamism
and community dimension are also potentially the most problematic.
Partnerships do not have very well developed mechanisms of accountability
to a local constituency and exist in parallel to local government structures.
These concerns prompted the establishment of the Task Force on the
Integration of Local Government and Local Development 1998. In its report
the Task Force recommended the integration of the local government and
local development systems through the establishment of County Development
Boards of up to twenty members to draw up and work towards the
implementation of a strategy for economic, social and cultural development in
each county. These boards should have partnership structures consisting of
the social partners, state bodies, relevant local development agencies and
state agencies along with the community and voluntary sector. At sub-county
level they will be complemented by Area Committees through which services
of local authorities would be filtered. It is envisaged that post-1999 the
operational areas of rural development initiatives and partnerships would be
configured to coincide with such areas. As yet it is difficult to envisage how
such arrangements would work out in practice but, given the absence of a
strategic development focus in local authorities up to now, and the clear need
for a broader regional approach to tackling rural development problems, there
are grounds for scepticism.
Finally, given the scale and complexity of the current rural development
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problem, the notion of rural development policy as combining agricultural
measures on the one hand, and locally-based partnerships on the other, seems
simplistic and inadequate. In order to diversify the rural economy in a systematic
fashion it is necessary to adopt a strategic approach at regional level so that
public resources can be allocated rationally and within the context of an overall
set of priorities for infrastructure, business support, training, regional promotion
and marketing. At a time when the idea of strategic management pervades all
our public institutions, strategic management of our rural areas seems
appropriate.
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Chapter 7

SHOULD WE STAY AT THE TABLE
(IF THERE IS ONE)? EVALUATING
SOCIAL PARTNERSHIP IN
IRELAND
Katherine E. Zappone and Susan McNaughton

I. INTRODUCTION
The title of our contribution to this debate is meant to be rhetorical in the best
sense of'political rhetoric1. We have been invited to provide an assessment of
'social partnership' from our perspective.1 We want to use this as an opportunity
to raise some fundamental questions fashioned through our experience of
the practice of social partnership. We will not be providing, therefore, a definitive
answer to the question of staying. We will instead lay out an analysis of our
experience in order to recommend some changes to the substance and process
of sitting at the partnership tables of the future.
There exists widespread acknowledgment that the four social partnership
agreements over the past decade in Ireland have contributed significantly to
the development of one of the fastest growing economies in the European
Union.2 Prior to the initiation of the last agreement, however, there developed
an ultimately convincing argument that the social partnership approach to policy
making could not tackle successfully Ireland's endemic problems of social
exclusion and inequalities without the participation of the community and
voluntary sector in the partnership process.3 The sector ‘achieved social
partnership' status in the final months of negotiating P2000, and has been
sitting at a growing number of tables ever since, including the Big Table where
the monitoring of the agreement takes place.
The territory 'inside' social partnership is exceedingly complex. Because we
utilise a critical socio-economic framework4 for our analysis of partnership
activities, we find ourselves in a land of contradictions. We will outline the
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nature of these contradictions as a way of assessing social partnership and its
potential for the future. Such an approach is driven by our engagement with
those of us who experience social and economic inequalities. It is also fuelled
by the following fundamental questions which we find ourselves asking as we
learn to maneuver through the contradictions:
(1) Has social partnership been an effective vehicle to progress genuine
change towards equality and social inclusion?
(2) Has the basis for a 'shared understanding1 of Ireland's socio-economic
context changed since the last agreement?5 and
(3) How can people and resources be mobilised in new ways?6

2. THE CONTRADICTIONS OF THE SUBSTANCE OF SOCIAL
PARTNERSHIP
From our perspective, multiple inconsistencies and discrepancies abound in
the current practice and understanding of social partnership. Identifying some
of these now is an attempt to bring to awareness what conditions of social
partnership arrangements must change if future national programmes are to
effect sustainable development. (Already our language begins to uncover some
of the interests of our perspective).

THE ROLE OF ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL FACTORS IN
DEVELOPMENT
A decade of social partnership agreements has demonstrated an apparent
growth in an acknowledgment that social factors impact Ireland's ability to
develop. Partnership 2000 provided somewhat of a policy breakthrough in
this regard, by including an extended discussion on action for greater social
inclusion and a new focus on equality (chapters 4 & 5). The agreement claimed
to represent a 'strategic approach to lead the Irish economy and society into
the 21 st century' (I. I.). While the words sound right, in the practice of
negotiating and monitoring the agreement, we have consistently encountered
a contradiction operative between the words and the paucity of measures,
mechanisms, targets and resources to reduce inequalities and social exclusion.
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This is based, we believe, on the political-economic assumption that equality
and social inclusion can be afforded only if Ireland's competitiveness increases.
So, invest first and most in competitiveness, and the additional return can be
spent on social factors for development. Can this formula (based on the
predominance of economic factors) provide an effective path towards a socially
sustainable Ireland? We would argue that there exists a reciprocal relationship
between equality, inclusion and competitiveness, not a cause-effect relationship.
In the long-termuand strategy is ultimately about the long-termulreland will
lose its ability to be competitive if it does not become a more inclusive society.
Michael Porter (an international expert on business and national development)
has long since demonstrated at national and global level, that sustainable
competitiveness and competitive advantage results not from incessant 'cost
cutting' measures, but from a nation's ability to differentiate its products and
services at the highest level of quality.7 Our nation's ability to differentiate is
dependent on its promotion of the difference among its citizens. Thus, we
would argue, that our ability to be competitive is dependent on a strong growth
rate for mechanisms of social inclusion and equality. This is at odds, however,
with our current experience of social partnership.
The predominance of economic factors in the paradigm of national
development sets the scene for another type of apparent contradiction. The
National Economic and Social Council has recently considered some of the
challenges of the processes of global economic integration. Though the NESC
has not yet determined the social policy implications of global economic
integration, we are concerned that the challenges of global economic integration
will require first and foremost massive economic investment in technology
and physical infrastructure. The nature of the contradiction here is this: a Celtic
economy that has developed in part due to a successful integration with global
industry should have more money to distribute for the development of society.
Successful global competitiveness should cause more resources to be invested
in the reduction of social inequalities (according to the assumption based on
economic predominance). And yet, as we study the analysis of the current
challenges, it appears that an argument may be built that our economic success
requires more economic investment just to maintain the global competitive
pace. When is it ever a good time to release the money for social growth?
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We are aware that the NESF document, A Framework for Partnership, has
developed the argument that partnership does not demand of 'those who
participate a deep level of agreement on the nature and direction of the whole
social and economic system1 (4.1). Instead, the NESF proposed that a renewed
vision of social partnership requires a problem-solving approach on behalf of
those who participate, and that this effects consensus and shared understanding
(4.13). The current social partnership model operates best, it is proposed, if
we suspend any foundational debates on the nature of the development
paradigm. This has the potential to produce a new 'shared understanding' of
all partners who have solved problems together and some of this new common
understanding ought to focus on key social problems.
Though we may have agreed to enter social partnership without a common
understanding of the social and economic system, a problem-solving approach
has not taken away the contradictions. Furthermore, there appears little
possibility of achieving a 'shared understanding' of the new socio-economic
context (as the outcome of practicing social partnership) if we have no way to
measure social performance since the initiation of national social partnership
agreements. Because Ireland still has no consensus on the central social
indicators of progress (or development), and because we do not have up-todate data even on traditional social indicators like income inequality and poverty,8
how can the practice of social partnership produce new shared understandings
of the complete context? The lack of social indicators of progress is a key way
to maintain the predominance of economic factors in development. It is a key
way to maintain the contradictions. We will return to this in the final section of
our paper.

GENDER EQUALITY AND DEVELOPMENT
Is it possible to develop national policy that promotes the integration or
cohesion of social and economic development if the contribution of non
monetary wealth is not counted? As Ursula Barry notes, 'assessing public policy
towards women in Ireland is a complex and often contradictory process.'9 A
primary reason for this has to do with the fact that often 'marginal economic
value is attached to women's work."0 As long as this remains the case some of
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the foundational productive and reproductive work of the state will be
economically invisible. As long as it remains invisible in the development
equation, there exists little solid ground to progress central planks of the equality
agenda. This can be demonstrated by even a cursory analysis of the progress
(or lack thereof) on the central gender equality proposals made to government
by the National Women's Council of Ireland prior to the completion of P2000:11

NWCI proposals

Current status

1. 'to develop a system for the

P2000 5. II - The CSO Report

collection of information and statistics on a Pilot Time Use Survey as first
for the measuring and valuing of

stage of this process, has still not

unpaid work.1

been published.
P2000 5.5 - The Working Group

2. 'to open up access to FAS
mainstream training to women

established to review the equity

currently not registered as

issues related to women's
participation in vocational

unemployed.'

education, training and
employment programmes has still
to develop any significant
recommendations to open up
access.
P2000 5.7 - The working group

3. 'to establish an expert working
group whose remit would be to

developed a strategy and

develop a strategy to reconcile the

reported in January of 1999.

different strands involved in the

The report was turned over to

development and delivery of

an IDPC to study the issue further.

childcare and early educational
services ...1
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Is there a way to effect equality of outcome between all women and all men
in a monetarised paradigm of development? If it is true that women are the
majority of those in poverty and the gap between the number of women and
men in poverty is increasing,12 can the social inclusion of women happen
without the valuing of all women's work?
Our most recent experience of contradiction in this regard has been the debate
on childcare. The establishment of the Expert Working Group on Childcare
under Partnership 2000 was the direct result of the National Women's Council's
negotiations in the agreement (as seen above). We would argue, therefore,
that this report has been driven by women's real needs especially, though not
only, those women who are participating in the workforce. It has been driven
by women who want to access the workforce, by women who want support
from childcare services to enable their choice to care for their own children,
and by women who experience multiple forms of discrimination, including
poverty, and just must have affordable, accessible childcare to move beyond
poverty.
The initiation of a National Childcare Strategy, therefore, was not originally
driven by industry. Industry came on board as a direct result of their participation
in the working group. And yet, so much of the public criticism of the report
has centred on the fact that it only attends to the needs of women in paid
employment and business. There is a contradiction lurking here. The NWCI
has insisted that the development of a national Childcare strategy is an essential
ingredient towards the valuing of women's caring work. This 'social or equality'
argument was not viewed, however, as sufficient to elicit a positive response
from the State. So, a substantial part of the Childcare report's rationale for a
national strategy has encompassed the economic, business argument as well.13
And then there is a media outcry that the strategy is not good enough because
it is driven by the needs of business. The needs of business are usually not a
good enough reason to dismiss public policy that is fashioned in order to
respond to it. Why is it the case here?
Perhaps it has something to do with how national development is understood
and measured. If we define national development as 'economic growth and
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social cohesion', then we can no longer accept the predominance of economics
and there must be genuine steps made towards the full integration of social
policy (and environmental) concerns within national agreements. Otherwise
the contradictions of the substance of 'social partnership' will remain and the
roads to 'equality and inclusion' targets will be built only on the margins of a
mainstream map for monetary development. Our question then becomes: is
this the best site for the struggle?

2. THE CONTRADICTIONS OF THE PROCESS OF SOCIAL
PARTNERSHIP
The social partnership process of deliberating, negotiating, bargaining and
achieving consensus on economic and social policy centres on who is doing it
and how it is being done. This has been the subject of considerable debate,
particularly in the latter half of the social partnership decade.14 While we have
focused our analysis on the national agreement social partnership forum, in
recent years social partnership has extended 'beyond the (re) negotiation of
multi-annual agreements, as the social partners have been effectively co-opted
into the public policy-making domain.15 This has been dueuin some partuto a
momentum that developed to widen and deepen the social partnership
process. The deepening of the social partnership process was driven especially
by ICTU; a consensus was reached in the 1996 NESC strategy document
that the partnership approach must be deepened from the national to the
enterprise level (Chapter 7). Partnership 2000 agreed to initiate a National
Framework to develop partnership at enterprise level and to provide
encouragement, training, information and support to employers and
employees/representatives (9.7).16
What we wish to comment on is the process of widening social partnership.
Practically this has meant setting new places at social partnership tables (inclusive
of the Big Table) for members of the Community and Voluntary sector.17 While
this has represented a significant breakthrough, during the past two years we
have had to grapple with a number of tensions and apparent contradictions in
the widening process. A significant tension has been how to find ways to
represent the diversity of interests and needs within the sector. We are fully
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aware that the Community and Voluntary Pillar, and the Community Platform,
do not include all of the interests within the sectoruand this is another key
tension. We are not convinced, however, that the development of a common
voice for those of us who do sit at the table will yield ultimately the resources
required to respond to the different needs of all Ireland's citizens. Our current
challenge, then, is to find a way to develop a common macrosocio-economic
strategy, and to promote our differing interests within that context. Perhaps
what we must do is apply the social partnership model evolving at national
level to the Community and Voluntary partnership level.
There do exist some key contradictions in the widening dynamic. Two come
to the fore in our experience. First, several of the national organisations within
the community and voluntary partnership arena attempt to represent
overlapping interests. For example, the INOU represent some women. The
National Women's Council represents some unemployed people. The
National Youth Council represents some people with disabilities. Organisations
within the Community Platform represent lone parents experiencing poverty.
These overlapping interests may yield differentu sometimes even
contradictoryuways of representing similar experiences.
Second, if 'inclusiveness1 is a prime principle of all organisations within this
sector, are the Pillar and the Platform inclusive? And, what does 'inclusion'
really mean in this regard? The Community and Voluntary Pillar has had a
number of internal meetings throughout the past two years in order to find
ways to reduce this contradiction. Much of the debate has centred on who
should be in/is not in as well as how best to organise the participation of the
sector. We are far from resolving these complexities. Perhaps one way of
pushing through some of the contradictions here is to shift our focus from
which organisations are in to how our own members are participating in
developing the positions that are brought to the tables.18 Maybe we need to
ground social partnership in order to widen it. We will return to this proposal
in the concluding section of the paper.
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3. MOVING FORWARD
Should we stay at the Table? This is a live question for us. It is driven, above all,
by another question: Where shall we sit or stand or walk or talk to progress
genuine change with and for those of us who experience inequality and
exclusion? Shall we stay in the land of contradictions? Should we build a parallel
energy of creative alternatives? Is social partnership for the Community and
Voluntary sector the deathknell of radical change? Where should we sit to
build our power?
For now, what we want to do is to outline some ways to revise the
contradictions of social partnership from our perspective. These will form the
basis of our contribution to a 'shared understanding of the key mechanisms
and relationships in the formulation and implementation of policy' (P2000
I I. I) for the next national strategy for Ireland's development.

I. Developing and Implementing Social Indicators
As argued earlier, we need to agree a framework for social indicators, collect
the data necessary for their operation, and apply them to enable us to measure
social performance. The present lack of a framework makes it difficult to
communicate about the inter-linked direction of economic and social policy,
let alone actually present an assessment of progress. There may be disputes
over the interpretation of national economic indicators, but at least they are
established as part of a shared literacy.
This debate is no stranger to social partnership or policy development more
generally.19

For example, the CORI Social Policy Conference in 1996,

Progress, Values and Public Policy, addressed this issue. In their opening paper,
Sean Healy and Brigid Reynolds, set out a strong case for the development of
social indicators and made recommendations towards this.
To give us a foot-up into the debate, the main recommendations from another
Irish study, Formulating Environmental and Social Indicators for Sustainable
Development (ESRI, 1996) are used:
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•

Given that the range of options available in deciding on social
indicators is so wide, consultative and decision-making mechanisms
should be set up to determine selection. These mechanisms should
have a substantial component of technical expertise...but should
also represent as wide a range of social and economic interests in
Ireland as possible.

•

The OECD List of Social Indicators should be adopted as the starting
point for a scheme of social indicators for Ireland.
(NB. The OECD List of Indicators at the time of the ESRI work
contained 33 indicators, but has since been revised to 24
indicators under seven social policy areas: education, labour
market, family, ageing, health, expenditure and distribution of
income).

•

Data: the quality of the underlying data determines the quality of
indicators. While there are many areas where data are good, there
are gaps in the information which are priorities to be addressed,
such as solid waste, built heritage, species and so on. A new annual
Social indicators Survey should be initiated by the CSO, possible
on the basis of the sub-annualisation of the existing Labour Force
Survey.

From the perspective of the NWCI, these recommendations emphasise key
points with which we agree: the centrality of a widely participative process;
the need for a starting point (while we criticise the OECD List on a number of
accounts, it is appropriate not to try to reinvent the wheel); and the foundational
data problem. Our concern is that the development of social indicators does
not remain an idea on paper only.
There aren't any short-cuts to developing national social indicators. The task is
comprehensive. We present the following diagram as a way of modeling the
wider scheme of organising indicators before focusing on the development of
national social indicators.
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GLOBAL DEVELOMENT COMPARATIVE INDICATORS
(eg. United Nations Human Development Indices,
OECD List of Social Indicators)

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT
NATIONAL HEADLINE INDICATOR

INTEGRATED INDICATORS

ENVIRONMENTAL

SOCIAL

ECONOMIC

INDICATORS

INDICATORS

INDICATORS

SECTORAL/ LOCAL/ PROJECT INDICATORS
The form of the diagram emphasises several points:
=» social indicators must be developed as an entity in their own right,
equivalent to economic and environmental indicators in guiding
national, sustainable development;
=;> the long term goal must be to create a headline national indicator
that encompasses economic, social and environmental
performance;
=> the development and implementation of national level social
indicators must be informed by exploring the relevance of links to
and lessons from the development and implementation of local
and global social indicators.
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As part of the impetus to integrate social and economic objectives in social
partnership, it may seem that the development of integrated indicators - social
and economic - is the immediate way ahead. However, this would run the
danger of becoming an exercise in adding on (or more accurately sequestering?)
aspects of social performance to fit in with the dominant economic paradigm.
The likelihood of this is enhanced by the fact that where data is presently
available in some form to measure social performance, it tends to be in areas
where the overlap with economic objectives is most apparent (for example in
employment and education).
A process preceding integration is necessary to uncover the real situation and
priorities in terms of social performance. This does not mean that current
attempts to capture both economic and social performance in integrated
indicators should end. Rather that the quality of the overall picture of social
performance, and consequently design of policy and its evaluation, will be
limited unless a set of social indicators are formulated as a separate exercise.
We propose three steps to fulfil the model for the future set out in the diagram
above:
1. The development of social indicators and environmental indicators;
2. The development of integrated indicators;
3. The development of a new headline national indicator, derived from
the social, environmental and economic indicators, which attempts
to capture progress towards sustainable development.
In Ireland, we are only too well aware that it is our GDP per capita ratio that
governs eligibility for Objective I funding from the EU. Indicators are often
used for comparisons between countries, and some are created for that very
purpose. The UN Human Development Report is probably the most startling
and sophisticated attempt to present a comprehensive picture of both social,
economic and environmental performance through the use of indicators.20
While Ireland is performing too well economically to qualify for the previous
level of funding from the EU, it is doing remarkably poorly on the human
development scales measured by the UN .2I

146

Global comparative indicators will continue to throw light on assumptions
within Ireland's development. Local evaluations of progress towards social
inclusion and equality are also part of the picture of Irish social performance.
At local and sectoral level within the community and voluntary sector in Ireland
there has been development of performance indicators, often spurred on by
demands for accountability. Work in this area often highlights the importance
of broad involvement in the process of developing indicators: it enables effective,
essentially political, decisions around agreeing social indicators and promotes
active, ongoing and articulate use of the indicators devised.
However, linking with global and local social indicators should not take the
focus off the need to develop national social indicators that correspond closely
to national priority objectives for development.

A flexible approach to the

form of a set of national social indicators will enable the bringing together of
diversity and greater responsiveness to objectives for development. Objectives
for national development overlap. Economic indicators overlap.
National social indicators should also overlap.
Measurement of empowerment needs to be included in social indicators.22
Discussion in Ireland has tended to focus on capturing welfare. While broader
interpretations of welfare do not necessarily exclude ideas of empowerment,
it is important to set up indicators to measure empowerment in its own right.
Empowerment involves the mobilisation of people and resources in new ways
such that the participation of marginalised groups in mainstream decision-making
and their share of resources is expanded. It does not seek to overcome
inequalities by allocating resources to meet people's immediate material needs
(a welfare perspective). Instead, empowerment seeks to transform the basis
on which the inequalities persist, actively combating a cycle of disadvantage or
unequal power relations.
Progress in developing a participatory democracy is about empowering people
as citizens. For example, the level of women's participation in decision-making
over, and the design of, women's health services is an empowerment measure
as opposed to the welfare measure of women's health per se.
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The UN Human Development Report includes a "Gender-Empowerment
Index".23 This reveals whether women take an active part in economic and
social life through measuring their participation in decision-making in
professional, economic and political domains (for example, the proportion of
seats held in parliament by women; women's share of earned income).
Measuring equality dimensions of social performance requires that we go
further than the distribution of resources or quality of life to assess the success
of empowerment strategies. Progress towards meeting equality and social
inclusion objectives, such as those set out in Partnership 2000, must be
measured through the delineation of empowerment indices within a system
of social indicators.
Social partnership has not been an efficient vehicle for measuring progress in
equality and social inclusion. Social performance remains largely invisible. It is
almost impossible to assess whether actions to meet objectives on social
inclusion and equality included in Partnership 2000 have brought progress in
social performance. Additionally, this contributes to the paucity of any basis on
which to assess, or forge, the shared understanding of the socio-economic
context. This must change.
From our perspective, social indicator development is essential for successful
future social partnership. A potential new national agreement must provide a
powerful mandate for the development and implementation of a national set
of social indicators within the period of the agreement.
2.Mainstreaming Equality and Social Inclusion
We have argued that the development and implementation of social indicators
for sustainable development is a critical component of revising the contradictions
of the substance of social partnership. Effectively, this is a macro-way to
mainstream the interests of equality and social inclusion within the economic
growth framework. This needs to be complemented, however, with a micro
approach to mainstreaming these interests within the development of national
strategies and policies. Mainstreaming equality and social inclusion within policy
making means that all actions and measures for national development are
specifically designed and assessed for their impact on eliminating poverty and
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inequality.24 It also means integrating the lessons learned from the successful
pilot projects of EU community initiatives such as NOW, INTEGRA,
YOUTHSTART and HORIZON into the mainstream policies and programmes
of government departments.
The mainstreaming of equal opportunities between women and men is an
EU requirement for the design and implementation of the next national
development plan, and for the design of the 1999 national action plan for
employment.25 While this is a hard-won and welcome requirement, it must
be complemented by the mainstreaming of social inclusion and equality within
the next strategy for national development, and a commitment to mainstream
in a new national agreement. We view this as a key requirement for the future
of a sustainable social partnership.

3. Valuing Unpaid Work
Earlier in this paper we argued that women's unpaid work should be valued as
a significant part of our social wealth. Since we still await the results of the
CSO Pilot Time Use Survey (P2000, 5.11) for an estimate of the level of
unpaid work carried out in Ireland, we have borrowed the findings of a survey
carried out in the UK to conform with the same EU obligation to give some
indication of the likely results:
"People spend more time working unpaid, than they do in paid
employment, If a monetary value were to be given to such work, it
would be put at between 40 and 120 per cent of Gross Domestic
Product."26
This quantification gives a sense of the enormous part played by unpaid work
in national development.
Until adequate methods of measurement are developed, the constructive
inclusion of unpaid work in mainstream debate, for example that on childcare,
is severely limited. As such it is a priority component of any set of national
social indicators.
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From our perspective, the next strategy for Ireland's development must take
account of the place of unpaid work at the core of society and economy. The
value of women's unpaid work must be made visible and priority given to the
development of methods to count its value.
If women's work in the home and community continues to be ignored or
missing from the macrosocio-economic context, we, as the National Women's
Council, must ask ourselves whether we should continue to devote a significant
part of its resources to social partnership? The Council is mandated to represent
all women, yet the majority of women's work is located beyond the scope of
the present shared understanding in social partnership.

4. Grounding Social Partnership
We have proposed that some of the contradictions experienced in th ewidening
dynamic of social partnership may be revised through paths to ground it. The
National Women's Council has wrestled with the question of effective
representation of its diverse constituency. The Council has not been satisfied
with the traditional route ofparticipation through consultation. We have instead
examined potentially innovative ways of enabling a gender analysis of social
and economic issues to take place 'on the ground' (within group and member
organisations) rather than simply at the centre within our national offices. We
have designed a 'Millennium Project' that will build the capacity of women's
groups and organisations to construct their own policy statements and to devise
their own ways of influencing key actors within the local, regional and national
policy-making arenas. Simultaneously we hope that the policy outputs of our
members can become the heart of our own policy positions within the national
level of social partnership.
This experiment will help us to continue our analysis of how to include
whomever wishes to be part of the process. It is our way of answering: 'How
can people and resources be mobilised in new ways?' We hope that it makes
a substantial contribution to the 'social partnership' process that is bound to
evolve at local level with the integration of local authorities and local
development bodies. We hope that it prepares more and more of our
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members to represent their own positions and effectively negotiate at national
level. And, we hope that it will provide us with more genuine diversity at our
own national tables. Without the substance of diversity we will not be able to
plot the best paths for sustaining all the actors in national development.
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