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appropriate, other statutory bodies)
will have initial responsibility for
examining funding applications for
their area, and will make
recommendations on funding to the
Department of the Environment and
the HSE. Service level agreements will
have to be agreed between providers
and the management groups of local
homeless fora.

The production of a Local Homeless
Action Plan in each local authority
area is to become a statutory
requirement. The strategy sets out the
process for agreeing on local plans,
who should be involved, the use of
relevant evidence and data, and
provides that each local plan should,
amongst other things, contain detailed
actions, timelines, performance
indicators and an estimate of costs.

While noting that the local homeless

fora have in the main worked well, the
strategy notes the varying practice
across the country, with some fora
rarely meeting. The strategy proposes a
number of measures to ensure greater
consistency in the operation of the
local homeless fora in monitoring
progress in achieving the targets of the
local action plan, and also to place a
greater emphasis on sharing
information and good practice
through the development of regional
networks.

The strategy notes how the Homeless
Agency has led to some significant
successes in improving the quality of
homeless services in the Dublin area,
and that this kind of support role
should be applied nationally to
facilitate similar improvements. The
way in which this model might be
applied nationally is to be examined
in the coming months, with a view

to introducing a new model from
2010.

A key criticism that has arisen on foot
of the publication of the plan was
that it contained few details on
targets or financial resources, which
was seen as especially important
given the recent downturn in
government finances.

The Government has indicated that a
more detailed Implementation Plan
will be developed in the coming
months, indicating the lead roles of
different actors, and setting targets in
terms of measuring progress on the
various actions in the strategy. An
initial list of performance indicators is
included in the strategy. A particular
emphasis is to be placed on
maximising efficiency, value for
money and organisational and
financial streamlining. 

Cllr Dermot Lacey, 
Dublin City Council

The contribution to the cause of
seriously reforming our local
government system by Aodh
Quinlivan is considerable. His article
‘The Mayor Essentials – Experience
Abroad’ (Local Authority Times, Spring-
Summer 2008) was no exception. In
my view however his conclusions were
wrong. In particular his suggestion
that ‘the Irish system works relatively
well’ is hard to share alongside rising
housing lists and unaccountable

health, transport, policing and
education services. While I fully accept
that we should learn from other
countries’ experiences, we should not
be directed by them. We do not live
‘abroad’. We live here in Ireland and
our Governmental structures should
reflect the needs of our society and
our people.

If we are to have real reform and
directly elected Mayors we must first
of all ask the question ‘what is local
government for?’

For me, local government is about the
delivery of comprehensive public
services in a manner required,
demanded and agreed by the local
community. Without these attributes it
is neither, ‘local’ nor ‘government’.
Sadly, here in Ireland that is the reality.

There are others, far more capable
than me, who can comment in terms
of local government across the
country – I hope they do. I will just
concentrate on Dublin – a city I had
the privilege to serve as Lord Mayor,

The last issue of Local Authority Times (Vol. 12, No. 1 & 2, Spring-Summer 2008) addressed the
Green Paper on Local Government Reform, and carried an article on the experience with
directly elected Mayors in a number of countries by Aodh Quinlivan of UCC. Here Cllr Dermot
Lacey responds.

The Mayor Essentials – A Response
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and a county where I had the privilege
to serve as Cathaoirleach of the
regional authority.

We should now be nearing the end of
the first term of the first ever directly
elected Lord Mayor of Dublin.
Unfortunately the people of Dublin,
and every other part of the country,
were denied that opportunity.
Shamefully, the sections of the 2001
Local Government Act enabling this,
courageously and correctly introduced
by Minister Noel Dempsey, were
reversed by Minister Cullen. Once
again then we had local elections in
2004 with no reform of local
government, no debate on how we
should finance our system and above
all the disgraceful withdrawal of the
right of citizens to choose their own
Mayor or Council Chairperson.

Along with the Dublin Chamber of
Commerce, the Dublin City Centre
Business Association and many more, I
believe that Dublin desperately needs
a directly elected Mayor – a Mayor
who would serve for a full five-year
term. Such a Mayor working with the
members of the Council and with
sufficient powers and resources is
needed now more than ever to rescue
this county from the bureaucrats and
mandarins in the Custom House who
have done so much damage to our
county. Sadly we saw local elections in
2004 with no reform of local
government, no debate on how we
should finance our system.
Disgracefully it looks like we are going
to have a repeat of this in 2009.

Dublin needs a directly elected Mayor
with a mandate to serve for five years
who, working with the members of a
new reinvigorated regional authority,
will lead this county and stand up for
the county. Such a partnership
approach, unlike any of the models
put forward by Dr Quinlivan, would
surely be the best model for Ireland. I

have absolutely no doubt but that it
would be the best model for Dublin. It
is not too late for this right to be given
back to citizens at the next local
elections due to be held in 2009.
Minister John Gormley might redeem
some of the credibility of the
Department of the Environment,
Heritage and Local Government by
providing for that forthwith.

It is one of the unfortunate truisms of
modern Ireland that we need reform
of our creaking, antiquated,
underfunded and underdeveloped
system of local government. It is a
truism occasionally written about,
often argued for and never
implemented. Of course we need real
reform, and of course we need
Councillors to take more
responsibility. As Lord Mayor of
Dublin in difficult circumstances I did
accept such responsibility in relation
to the city’s budget. Since then the
majority in support of the annual

budget has increased with each
passing year.

A directly elected Mayor should only
be the start of a total reform of our
failing system of local government.
Powers which have been stripped from
elected representatives and handed
over lock, stock and barrel to city &
county managers, effectively
appointees answerable to the Minister,
need to be restored to City and
County Councillors across the
country.

The issue of financing of local
government also needs extensive
review. In this respect I agree with the
Dublin city manager, John Tierney,
and Dr Quinlivan that financial
autonomy is crucial to any real reform.
At present, Dublin City Council is
losing out on millions of euro every
year (€27m for 2007 alone) from rates
which Government has waived its
responsibility to pay. Every local

The Mansion House in Dublin – A Residence for Mayors for Five Years Instead of One?
(Photo courtesy of Dublin City Council) 
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authority in the state has been denied
monies due to it in lieu of the
abolition of domestic rates, as well as
for meeting the costs of
benchmarking, and yet there has not
been a squeak from the usual
commentators about this.

I have previously proposed that a
National Forum on the Financing of
Local Government should be
established as a matter of urgency. The
Forum would draw its membership
from the main political parties, the
three Councillor representative bodies,
and the social partners. It would be
given six months to a year to agree an
approach that would provide sufficient
funding on a nationally agreed basis
and that would afford some degree of

local flexibility as to appropriate local
fund-raising.

Some people believe that the role of
local government is to implement
the views and policies of the so-
called Department of the
Environment, Heritage and Local
Government. It is not. It is my job as
a Dublin City Councillor to do all
that is best for Dublin city and its
citizens. It is my job to stand up for
Dublin – not to regurgitate the failed
views and policies imposed on our
city from the Custom House. The
same applies to Councillors
representing other parts of our
country in respect of their areas.

Introducing the direct election of

longer term Mayors is not the
panacea for all our problems, but it
would be a major starting point.
Quite simply the people whom we are
meant to serve deserve better than
the current situation which suits no
one except the mandarins in the
Custom House and their temporary
Ministerial masters. It is time to fight
back and to stand up for real local
government.

Dermot Lacey is a Labour member of
Dublin City Council, a former Lord
Mayor of Dublin and Cathaoirleach of
the Dublin Regional Authority. He is also
a member of the City of Dublin VEC, the
Southern and Eastern Regional Assembly
and a former member of the Dublin
Docklands Development Council.

Branching Out – 
1998 and 2008
Branching Out, published in 1998,
heralded a number of changes and
improvements in the public library
service that have been introduced in
recent years. June 2008 saw the
launch of Branching Out: Future
Directions by Minister for the
Environment, Heritage and Local
Government, John Gormley TD.
Future Directions reviews some of the
progress that has taken place since
1998, as well as future challenges for
public libraries in Ireland in the years
ahead. 

Based on a review of the
recommendations made in the original
Branching Out document, an analysis
of the results achieved as well as
implementation gaps that have arisen,
and new issues that have emerged for
public libraries, the Department of the
Environment has adopted a series of
priorities and recommendations for

Future Directions for the Library Service
the public library service for the 2008-
2012 period.

Progress Achieved
The new Future Directions document
records some of the improvements in the
library service since 1998. These include:

• A 25% increase overall in opening
hours since 1998;

• A large number of new modern
library facilities opened;

• Public access to better resources
such as ICT services, the Internet
and scanning facilities for library
users with visual impairments;

• A more extensive stock of books
and other media, for example
reflecting information and
publications in a number of
different languages; 

• Better links with local schools; and
• Online public access to catalogues

and other material.

Figures also show that these

improvements have translated into a
growing number of people visiting and
using public libraries, not just to
borrow books but to source other
information, carry out research,
improve their language skills, visit
exhibitions, attend author readings or
talks, and other events. Efforts have
also been made to overcome barriers
to the use of libraries by disadvantaged
groups. A number of innovative
library service delivery methods are
mentioned as examples of good
practice, for example in terms of
reaching out to isolated rural and
urban communities, engaging with the
immigrant community etc.

The increased tendency to integrate
library services with other services of
the local authority, such as arts and
culture, is also noted.

New Challenges Ahead
Some future challenges arising from
demographic trends, economic
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