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Foreword

When the Centre for Nonprofit Management was established in 2000 we had a number of ambitions. One
of them was that the Centre’s university setting would support the creation of a space wherein the sector and
sector stakeholders could discuss and debate issues of sector concern in a manner that was characterised by
openness and imagination and was informed by research and international experience. The Centre’s Summer
School series has been pitched directly into this ‘dialogue’ space and purposefully held at mid-Summer to

exploit that aura of positive possibility that accompanies the arrival of the Irish Summer.

Our first Summer School 2006, Differing Images, Imaging Differently, sought to explore the range of
understandings of the nonprofit sector in Ireland. In the research study, The Hidden Landscape we presented
the first mapping of the nonprofit organisation field in Ireland. At the School we heard from Jon Van Til of the
experience in the United States and from Lucas Meijs of the shape of the field in the Netherlands.

In our second Summer School 2007, Conflict and Consensus: Assumptions, Values and Roles in the Irish
Nonprofit Sector, we sought to go beyond the bare empirical evidence to examine the assumptions and
values that underpin the three sector roles of service delivery, values expression and civic engagement.
Again we heard of the international experience, this time from Adam Habib of South Africa, Stuart

Etherington of England, and Thomas Jeavons of the United States.

One of our hopes for the Summer School was that through it leadership would emerge around issues
of common concern. We hoped that the Summer School would be a starting point for action. And so,
when a number of respected leaders in the sector asked us to provide a space wherein the question of
‘sector as sector’ might be addressed we were delighted to have the opportunity to progress the dialogue
to another level. In our Summer School 2008, Relationships and Representation: Irish Civil Society at
the Crossroads, we are dealing with an issue crucially relevant to the future development of the sector
and its various relationships in society. We will consider how well equipped the sector is to manage its
relationships in the dynamic and challenging environment of a new Ireland, an Ireland full of new needs

and new expectations.

To support the Summer School debate and to help establish some common starting point for the discussion
we felt that it would be beneficial to have a view of the present context. Such a paper would set out the
context from the outside in, as well as the inside out. We have been extremely fortunate that Owen
Keenan undertook this work, given his depth of experience and his reflective approach. We have been
fortunate also in the group of sector organisational leaders that came together around the development of

the context paper and gave of their experience and advice in the shaping of it.
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In a measured manner the resultant paper raises important points and identifies issues that demand
considered attention from sector leaders. It suggests that failure to address these issues would constitute
a missed opportunity bordering on negligence. It argues that viable solutions are neither obvious nor

simplistic and will need to be process driven.

Such advice is never easy to take. Yet, if we are to be true to the variously articulated and espoused
values of our organisations, true to the challenge of meeting the needs of our stakeholders, and true to the
intent of our donors, then reflective, reasoned, agenda-free observations may be exactly what we require.
In the face of the continual resource constraints that we operate under in the sector, we are required to

trumpet our value and case so consistently that such criticism can be hard to hear. But hear it we must.
I recommend this paper for your consideration.

Andrew O’Regan,

Programme Director,

Centre for Nonprofit Management,

May 2008



Relationships and Representation, Challenges and Opportunities for the Voluntary and Community Sector in Ireland

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Organisations in the Irish nonprofit sector operate in a dynamic and rapidly changing environment which
brings both increasing possibilities for action and also increased expectations from the public and from the
State. The nature and functions of relationships between sector organisations, and between nonprofit and
political and private sectors, are key to the capacity of sector organisations to meet these expectations and
exploit these possibilities. This paper has been commissioned by the Centre for Nonprofit Management
at Trinity College Dublin to inform and contribute to the discussion at the Centre’s third annual Summer

School in June 2008 at which these — and related — issues will be considered.

Section 1: Introduction

The paper begins by briefly setting out its context, terms of reference, scope and structure. Primarily the
paper’s purpose is to describe the current status of, and identify developing trends in, the relationship
between the nonprofit sector and the State and its agencies. The paper’s emphasis is on identifying

critical questions for consideration by the sector in the first instance.

Section 2: Defining the Sector and its Characteristics

The focus of enquiry, for the purposes on this paper, is defined as the community and voluntary sector in

Ireland using Faughnan’s widely quoted classification (Faughnan 1990) viz.

* Mutual support and self-help organisations;

* Local development associations;

* Resource and service providing associations;

* Representative and coordinating organisations;
e (Campaigning and advocacy organisations; and

* Funding organisations

This definition coincides with the conventional understanding of the parameters of the community and
voluntary sector. Nevertheless, it is acknowledged that it is narrower than the international classification
of nonprofit activity — which also includes political parties, trades unions, higher education, credit unions
—and what is normally considered to comprise “civil society”. Conversely, the community and voluntary
sector, as understood in the context of this paper, is a broader concept than that of “charitable purpose”

as defined in the current draft Charities Bill 2007, which excludes organisations whose principal or sole
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activity is advocacy and/or the advancement or promotion of human rights.

The sector, as defined, is characterised by its significant diversity in terms, for example, of size of
organisation and budget, fields of activity, arenas, geographies, etc. There is a discernible shift towards
increased professionalisation and formalisation, progressively improving standards of employment,
financial management and governance. Although there are a number of membership organisations and
coalitions at a sub-sectoral level, unlike other jurisdictions there is no single representative body for
the Irish community and voluntary sector. The sector is represented, however, in the Social Partnership
process through the Community and Voluntary Pillar, although this is essentially an informal grouping
which exists and acts specifically within this process. The sector’s diversity and relative lack of formal
organisation pose a question as to whether it can validly be considered a sector at all. This paper
pragmatically suggests that, while considering the breadth of community and voluntary activity as a

distinct sector may have only limited value, this is nevertheless a value worth noting.

Section 3: The Community and Voluntary Sector: Key Policies and Relationships

The environment for community and voluntary activity in Ireland has changed significantly over the past
15 years, influenced both by social change in society in general and by changes in legislation, Government
policy, and in increased compliance requirements. While these changes have occurred at the level of individual
community and voluntary organisations and their engagement with statutory agencies, they are not reflected

in a developed relationship between Government and the sector as a whole.

Nevertheless, there have been several important policy recommendations and developments of relevance for
the sector over these years. These include the White Paper on a Framework for Supporting Voluntary Activity
(2000); the Partnership Agreement, Towards 2016 (2006); the recommendation of the National Economic and
Social Council (NESC) that it is now important to move towards a more formal definition of the relationships
between Government agencies and the community and voluntary sector; the Task Force on Active Citizenship;
several developments at European Union level that may have implications for the sector; the establishment
of the Community and Voluntary Pillar and its participation in the social partnership process; the forthcoming
legislation on the regulation of charities and the establishment by Government of the Forum on Philanthropy.
There have also been important changes in the funding environment — many of them positive in light of the
country’s sustained economic growth over the past decade — which have included a significant shift from
the EU to the Exchequer as the source of much funding; the replacement or restructuring of several relevant
Government Departments and agencies; the establishment of several new funding sources; the growth of
philanthropy; the increasing professionalisation of fundraising; and the increased engagement of the sector
with the business community.
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Section 4: Community and Voluntary Sector Relations with Government in Other Jurisdictions

The relationships between the voluntary and community sectors in Northern Ireland, Canada and
Denmark are described with particular reference to representative structures in each jurisdiction and the
extent to which these relationships are formalised. Experience and insights from these jurisdictions that

have relevance for the Irish context are identified and reflected upon.

Section S: Compelling Force or an Elusive Mass of Contradictions?

Current thinking and actions of both Government and the sector are critiqued with particular reference
to five contexts - the relationship context, the advocacy context, the Social Partnership context, the

operating context and, finally, the sector context.

The Relationship Context

In spite of various policy commitments over the years, it is suggested that there is little evidence of
clarity or consistency in the Government’s view of the community and voluntary sector or what its
relationship with the sector should be. Consequently the relationship tends, in practice, to be defined by
the (legitimate) imposition of administrative controls to assure compliance and accountability without
the benefit of a wider and visionary expression of the value of voluntary activity to the wellbeing of
society as a whole. One way in which the inevitable contradictions are manifested is in the Government’s
promotion, in the interests of participative democracy, of active citizenship while administratively there
is concern at the growth of the sector which gives active citizenship its opportunity for expression. It
is suggested that this could be resolved if there were a more developed understanding of the nature
of voluntary activity and if the Government were to clarify its fundamental standpoint — unless the
current lack of precision suits it? Furthermore, might the principles to guide the relationship between
Government and the sector as outlined in the White Paper represent a starting point for the development

of an ‘accord’? However, is the sector capable and ready to engage in such a process?

The Advocacy Context

The inevitable tensions and conflicts associated with advocacy are exacerbated in the absence of clarity
in the relationship between Government and the community and voluntary sector. The legitimacy of
advocacy is contested by some officials, and organisations that only engage in advocacy are currently
excluded from the proposed legislation to regulate charities. Yet advocacy is seen as central to the missions
of many community and voluntary organisations, not to mention its importance to active citizenship.
How might Government resolve this dichotomy and is there potential to develop a code of practice on

advocacy with the sector which would serve to establish joint ‘rules of engagement’?
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The Social Partnership Context

The Community and Voluntary Pillar has played an important and effective role in Social Partnership
over the past decade, not least in advancing the social inclusion agenda. However, it does not exert
the same power as other Pillars and views differ, even at a senior level, as to whether, in extremis,
an agreement might conceivably be concluded without the Pillar’s endorsement. It is suggested that
the Pillar is essentially an informal alliance of organisations brought together on the invitation of the
Taoiseach and, consequently, it may have more significance for Government than for the rest of the
community and voluntary sector. Bearing this in mind, the apparent absence of a sectoral view on this

question is remarkable.

The Operating Context

In spite of the significant changes experienced by the sector over the past decade, there have been
significant benefits accruing from the generally benign economic and funding climate. As we face
into a period of greater economic uncertainty, a number of important issues warrant attention by both
Government and sector. These include the implementation of relevant commitments in the White Paper
and Towards 2016, the extent to which Government funding practices influence the behaviour of the
nonprofit ‘market’, including the recognition of the validity of funding overhead costs and supporting
the sector in developing operational capacities and efficiencies; and, critically, the urgent need to invest
in research and data as a necessary first step towards developing effective policy and planning. Perhaps
more fundamentally, there is a need to determine specific actions the Government needs to take to create
a climate within which the community and voluntary sector can flourish, thereby realising its potential

contribution to society to the full.

The Sector Context

Much of the foregoing suggests actions that the Government needs to take to honour its commitments
and to maximise the contribution of the community and voluntary sector to society. But experience,
both national and international, suggests that the sector must itself be in charge of its own destiny.
This challenges the sector to have a vision for itself, to be clear about its role in Irish society, and
to have the capacity for robust engagement with Government and other stakeholders. There is an
immediate problem posed by these challenges, consequently, in that the sector does not exist other than
as a theoretical construct. Therefore the absence of a coherent cross-sectoral ‘voice’ has a significant
number of consequences and implications. Several significant questions need to be addressed in order
to discern the relevant dynamics — not least, how is it that the quality of leadership that is evidenced at

organisational and sub-sectoral levels is not apparent cross-sectorally?
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Section 6: Concluding Observations

The landscape in which community and voluntary organisations are operating has changed substantially
over the past 15 years. While much of this change has been positive, there remains a sense that the
sector continues to labour under significant constraints — of funding, limited capacity, opportunity and
support — and that it has yet to realise its full potential. Furthermore, its relationship with Government is

informal, ill-defined and contradictory.

These deficits are compounded by the lack of information and data on the sector, and on its key dynamics
and relationships. Although individual organisations and sub-sectoral alliances and coalitions seek to
engage with this complex and uncertain environment, they do not currently come together cross-sectorally.
As a result, gaps are unattended, opportunities are lost and the capacity to prepare for challenges on the
horizon is severely compromised. This suggests an ‘industry’ that is not taking care of business. It is
not taking care of its own development, it is not forging the external relationships that could support it
in meeting its needs and, most fundamentally, it has no coherent vision of itself. Does the community
and voluntary sector have the capacity to develop a collective view of its current status and challenges?
Will it find opportunity in the midst of these challenges? Will it develop the necessary processes and
frameworks for collective action and will the required leadership emerge? Otherwise, while it may be a
sector conceptually and potentially, surely this can have no meaning unless its constituent parts conceive

of it as a sector and act accordingly?
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1.

1.1

1.2.

1.3.

1.4.

INTRODUCTION

This paper has been commissioned by the Centre for Nonprofit Management at Trinity College
Dublin to inform and contribute to the discussion at the Centre’s third annual Summer School
in June 2008. The Summer School aims to explore the processes and structures that exist for
mediating relationships within the Irish nonprofit sector and also between the nonprofit sector

and the public and private sectors.

Organisations in the Irish nonprofit sector operate in a dynamic and rapidly-changing environment.
This changing environment brings both increasing possibilities for action and also increased
expectations from the public and from the State. The nature and functions of relationships
between sector organisations and between nonprofit and political and private sectors are key to
the capacity of sector organisations to meet these expectations and exploit these possibilities. The
Summer School will consider the capacity of these processes and structures for addressing the

challenges and the potential of this dynamic environment.

The terms of reference for the paper are to

* Provide an overview of the key relationships within the Irish nonprofit sector and between the

sector and other arenas.

* Review the processes and structures currently in place to mediate relationships within the
nonprofit sector, and those processes and structures that mediate between the nonprofit sector

and the private and public sectors

* Consider the environmental factors that currently affect those relationships and the likely

changes that may be expected.

* Consider the processes and structures in other jurisdictions and identify international

comparators that might inform consideration of the Irish context.

* Draw on national and international experience in identifying key challenges, dilemmas and

choices for the sector and the State in developing their relationship

The primary purpose of the paper is to describe the current status and identify developing trends
in the relationship between the nonprofit sector and the State and its agencies. It will discuss the
implications for the sector and for Government, as a contribution to analysis and debate, rather

than propose answers to questions that are, as yet, unclear.



Relationships and Representation, Challenges and Opportunities for the Voluntary and Community Sector in Ireland

L.5.

In subsequent sections, the sector, as considered by this paper, is defined and its characteristics
are profiled (Section 2); the policy environment and key relationships are reviewed in Section
3; for comparative purposes the structure and processes of relationships between the sector and
government in three other jurisdictions (Northern Ireland, Canada and Denmark) are described in
Section 4; critical issues and their implications are considered in some detail in Section 5; while

Section 6 contains brief concluding observations.

11
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2.

2.1.

2.2.

2.3.

DEFINING THE SECTOR AND ITS CHARACTERISTICS

Defining the Sector

Clearly it is necessary to define the scope of the nonprofit sector as considered by this paper. This
is a task which is fraught with difficulty given the multitude of terms and definitions frequently
used. These terms include charitable, voluntary, community, community and voluntary, nonprofit,
nongovernmental, non-statutory, private, independent, third, civil society, social benefit, social
purpose, public benefit—among other combinations. Some of these terms are in use internationally,
others are context-specific and all are contested. In the absence of a statutory definition, as yet,
of charity and charitable status in Ireland it is no surprise to find this confusion of terms infusing
the task of defining the sector. But we are not alone. In spite of a much more developed sector in

the United States, Frumkin (2002) can still observe nonprofit activities as reflecting

“a sometimes confusing agglomeration of strongly held private values, as well as a
complex set of public purposes. The sector can thus be conceived as a tent covering public-
serving charities, member-serving organisations, and a range of informal organisations,

including voluntary and grassroots associations” (Frumkin 2002:9). !

Internationally, the best-known approach to defining the sector is the Johns Hopkins Comparative

Nonprofit Sector Project (CNP) (Salamon and Anheier 1996) which specifies five main criteria

that are considered to be fundamental in defining nonprofit organisations. According to this

definition nonprofit organisations are

* Organised — they must have some kind of formality and institutional reality;

* Private — they must be separate from government

* Nonprofit distributing — they must not return any profits generated to their owners or directors

* Self-governing — they must be in a position to control their own activities and have their own
internal procedures for governance, and

* Voluntary — they must have some meaningful degree of voluntary participation.

As the first large-scale representative study of the nonprofit sector in Ireland, the 2005 Trinity
Mapping Study (Donoghue, Prizeman, O’Regan and Noél 2006) adopted a wide-sweeping
definition based on the CNP definition and which included mutual aid societies (e.g. credit unions)
as well as organisations that are non-commercial and non-State. Based on this definition it was
estimated that there were over 24,000 nonprofit organisations in the State. However, it should

be noted that this broad definition included trades unions, recreation and social clubs, political

!'See Chapter One for a helpful discussion of the various terms used to describe the sector and an analysis of the sector’s
key features.
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2.4.

2.5.

2.6.

parties, business and professional associations and other groups that would not generally be

understood to be included in discourse on the ‘sector’ in an Irish context.

The contribution of nonprofit activity to wider society is frequently described as ‘civil society’.
Civil society has been defined as “that space of organised activity not undertaken by either
Government or for-profit business” (Daly with Howell 2006: 6). More recently the Carnegie UK
Trust Inquiry into the Future of Civil Society in the UK and Ireland has expounded on Edwards’
(2004) concept of the ‘good society’

“The term civil society is often used as a short-hand for the type of society we want to live
in and can therefore be viewed in normative terms. It is often assumed that civil society
is a good thing, but this is not necessarily true. For example, civil society associations
can help strengthen democracy and improve the well-being of deprived communities as
can they undermine human rights and preach intolerance and violence. The Inquiry is
therefore especially concerned about the strength of civil society associations as a means
through which values and outcomes such as non-violence, non-discrimination, democracy,
mutuality and social justice are nurtured and achieved,; and as a means through which
public policy dilemmas are resolved in ways that are just, effective and democratic. The
actions of civil society associations alone cannot achieve a 'good’ civil society. A ‘good’
civil society is dependent on the outcomes of and relationships between government,

Statutory agencies, the business sector and media.” (Carnegie UK Trust 2007:5).

A considerably more narrow definition of the sector in an Irish context is those organisations
that have a Charity (CHY) number. However, contrary to widespread belief, this number merely
conveys a tax designation rather than a legal status (Cousins 1997, Donoghue 1998). As of
February 2008 there were 7,228 organisations with CHY numbers in Ireland® which simply
reflects the number of organisations that have applied to the Revenue Commissioners and have
been granted recognition of their charitable objectives and, therefore, are exempt from certain
taxes. There may be as many organisations again that have not sought this tax designation, so the

possession of a CHY number alone is not an adequate criterion to define the sector.

The passing and enactment of the Charities Bill 2007 will serve to clarify the situation including
the definition of charity and charitable status. This important legislation will finally provide an
updated definition of charity, a legislative basis for charities and will offer reassurance to the
public in the regulation and promotion of good practice of charities. The Bill defines charitable

purpose as

2 http://www.revenue.ie/pdf/charities_numeric.pdf

13
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2.7.

(a) The prevention or relief of poverty or economic hardship;
(b) The advancement of education;
(c) The advancement of religion;

(d) Any other purpose that is of benefit to the community.

While this definition is broadly in line with the traditional definition of charitable purpose (the

so-called Pemsel Criteria),’ the Bill defines community benefit as

(a) the advancement of community welfare including the relief of those in need by reason of
youth, age, ill-health, or disability,

(b) the advancement of community development, including rural or urban regeneration,

(c) the promotion of civic responsibility or voluntary work in the community,

(d) the promotion of health, including the prevention or relief of sickness, disease or human
suffering,

(e) the advancement of conflict resolution or reconciliation,

() the promotion of religious or racial harmony and harmonious community relations,

(g) the protection of the natural environment,

(h) the advancement of the efficient and effective use of the property of charitable
organisations,

(i) the prevention or relief of suffering of animals,

(j) the advancement of the arts, culture, heritage or sciences, and

(k) the integration of those who are disadvantaged, and the promotion of their full participation,

in society.

It is worth noting that the Bill’s definition of charitable purpose does not include organisations
whose principal or sole activity is advocacy nor does it include the advancement or promotion of
human rights. So while such organisations might commonly be regarded as part of the nonprofit
community, as the proposed legislation currently stands they will not qualify for designation as

registered charities.

For the purposes of this paper the community and voluntary sector will be differentiated from
the broader understanding of nonprofit activity and is defined broadly in line with Faughnan’s
(1990) classification as comprising

*  Mutual support and self-help organisations;

* Local development associations;

* Resource and service providing associations;

3 Dating from 1890, these broad criteria have been used by the Revenue Commissioners in their recognition of charities for
tax exemption purposes.
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2.8.

2.9.

2.10.

* Representative and coordinating organisations;
* Campaigning and advocacy organisations; and

* Funding organisations

Characteristics of the Community and Voluntary Sector in Ireland
Having stated the basis of determining the sector for the purposes of this paper, it is important to
recognise its highly diversified nature which can be further differentiated, for example, in terms of:
* individual or community development, service provision or advocacy
* target population
* geographic spread
* national or international focus
* size
* budget
* age of organisation
* incorporated or unincorporated
e amount and sources of funding
* funder, provider or user

* paid/unpaid staff

Although it refers to a considerably wider definition of the sector, the 2005 mapping report, The
Hidden Landscape provides important data which confirms this diversity (Donoghue et al. 2006).
For example, it tells us that while responding organisations had a total income of €2.564bn it is
important to note that 10 per cent of respondents reported an income of €1,300 or less, while 10
per cent had an income in excess of €775,000 — and we know that some organisations have an
income very considerably in excess of this figure. Furthermore The Hidden Landscape found
that half of the responding organisations had been founded since 1986. It is interesting to note
the growing formalisation amongst nonprofit organisations as indicated by the fact that over two-
thirds (67.3%) of the organisations founded since 1986 were incorporated and more than half
(58%) had CHY numbers.

The shift towards a more formal and professional sector can also be seen in the increased number
of professional staff employed by community and voluntary organisations, the improvement
in employment standards generally, the recruitment of professional fundraisers by many
organisations, more detailed and transparent financial and activity reporting, the publication of

good practice guides and a growing recognition of the importance of good governance.

15
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2.11.

2.12.

2.13.

Unlike many other jurisdictions there is no single, established representative body for the
entire community and voluntary sector in the Republic of Ireland. Instead there are a number of
organisations which represent the specific interests of member organisations at what might be
called a sub-sectoral level, for example, disability (Disability Federation of Ireland*, currently
with 71 full member organisations and 42 associates), and development aid (Dochas®, which
currently has 37 member organisations). In addition there are membership organisations that
seek to take collaborative action in pursuit of specific policy goals, for example, Irish Senior
Citizens Parliament® (currently with 410 affiliated member organisations), and the Children’s
Rights Alliance’ (currently with 88 member organisations). There are also organisations that
seek to advance the interests and capacity of the sector, or to seek policy reform specific to
the interests of the sector as a whole, for example, The Wheel® (with a current membership of
approximately 800 organisations), and the Irish Charities Tax Reform Group’ (currently with
140 member organisations). Finally there are many examples of individuals and organisations
collaborating on an ad hoc or short term basis to achieve a specific objective, for example,
seeking to alter a policy, to establish a new policy goal, or seeking a change in the practice of a

State agency.

The Wheel, whose membership is drawn from across the sector, is a distinctive organisation within
the Irish context in that it aims to speak to the interests of the sector as a whole. In this it seeks
to represent the interests of its membership, many of which are small organisations with limited
resources. The Wheel provides valuable supports to this membership in the form of information,
networking opportunities, training, conferences and advocacy for the sector. The Wheel, furthermore,

participates in the social partnership process through the Community and Voluntary Pillar.

The engagement of the sector in the social partnership process through the Community and
Voluntary Pillar is an important expression of its significance to the public interest. The Pillar comprises
a number of national organisations and coalitions including the Community Platform which itself
comprises approximately 25 member organisations with diverse interests. However, although the
Pillar has clearly positively influenced the Social Partnership process in the past decade, it cannot be
said to be representative of the community and voluntary sector as a whole, it is not itself a legal entity
and, indeed, does not exist outside of the partnership process. In this way it differs significantly from
those who represent the agriculture, business and trade union sectors. The implications of this and
the role of the sector as a whole vis-a-vis Social Partnership will be considered in some detail

later in the paper.

* http://www.disability-federation.ie
3 http://www.dochas.ie

¢ http://www.seniors.ie

7 http://www.childrensrights.ie

§ http://www.wheel.ie

? http://www.charitytaxreform.com
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2.14.

2.15.

Given the diversity and relative lack of organisation of the sector as a whole, it is legitimate to question
whether it can validly be considered a sector at all. While this question will be considered later, a
pragmatic response for now might be that community and voluntary activity has considerable value,
even if its sectoral identity is open to conjecture. Furthermore, given the high degree of congruence of
values and principles that can be found in the ‘community and voluntary sector’, there is just as much
validity in considering it as a ‘sector’ as there is the for-profit ‘sector’, which spans the spectrum from

corner shop outlets to major multinational corporations.

These, then, are some of the characteristics of the community and voluntary sector in the Republic
of Ireland. Their nature and implications will be discussed in greater detail subsequently. First,
though, the next section will outline how the sector currently relates to Government, and the

public and private sectors.
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3.

3.1.

3.2.

3.3.

3.4.

THE COMMUNITY AND VOLUNTARY SECTOR:
KEY POLICIES AND RELATIONSHIPS

The environment for community and voluntary activity in Ireland has undergone immense
change over the past 15 years or so. While there are few, if any, elements of Irish society which
have not changed during this time, the fundamental engagement of the sector with a rapidly-
changing society has brought particular challenges and opportunities. These have included the
challenges of responding appropriately to the changing face of poverty and disadvantage in a
growing economy; the introduction of divorce and the growth in new family forms; the impact
of immigration and the needs of migrants; the growth of the drug problem and associated crime
throughout the country; and significantly changing demographics within an overall context of
an ageing population, to name but a few. Opportunities have included a much more benign
public and private funding environment; increased emphasis on professionalism, innovation and
entrepreneurship; the benefits of more affordable and accessible information and communications

technology; and increased focus on evidence and rights-based interventions.

During the same period there have been significant developments in Government policies and
strategies, as well as in legislation, in a number of areas of relevance to the community and
voluntary sector including health, education, children, disability, development aid, etc. These
have been influenced by a number of factors including developed insight and experience, the need
to meet international commitments, the influence of increased advocacy and the opportunities

that coincide with economic growth.

These changes have been accompanied by substantial change in the nature of the relationship
between community and voluntary organisations and the State. Where once it may have suited
both Government and the sector to be imprecise in defining their relationship and respective
obligations and expectations, the landscape has now changed very considerably. In addition
to the anticipated regulation of the sector, increased compliance requirements include the
setting and inspection of standards for service delivery, the increased practice of tendering, the
development of contracts and service level agreements and increased focus on quantifying the
effectiveness of outcomes. Furthermore, while some of these may be contentious in the detail of
their implementation they are widely accepted in principle and reflect the changing policy context
with more formalised structures and processes to guide relationships between State agencies and

individual community and voluntary organisations.

Such formalised structures and processes are not reflected in the relationship between Government

and the sector as a whole, however. The White Paper Supporting Voluntary Activity (Department
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of Social, Community and Family Affairs 2000) stated as one of its principal features its formal
recognition of the role of the Community and Voluntary sector in contributing to the creation of
a vibrant, participative democracy and civil society, and espoused as the first principle informing
the State’s role that it “recognises and validates the sector as a core component of a vibrant civil
society and the effort to build a broader, more participative and more accountable democracy
in Ireland” (DSCFA 2000:31). Yet, although the Government which published the White Paper
was re-elected in 2002 the new administration, which transferred responsibility for the voluntary
and community sector to the newly created Department of Community, Rural and Gaeltacht
Affairs, did not implement the Paper’s recommendations, the proposed voluntary activity units
in Government Departments were not established, and the implementation group was eventually
disbanded. A number of the Government’s White Paper commitments have been restated,
however, in the 2006 Partnership Agreement, Towards 2016 (Government of Ireland 2006).

The National Economic and Social Council (NESC) has espoused the view that it is now important
to move towards a more formal definition of the relationships between Government agencies and

voluntary and community organisations.

“The Council believes that to maximise the contribution of voluntary and community
organisations...it is now necessary to pay attention to the quality of relationships with

government and statutory agencies.

...Productive relationships would be characterised by effective and accountable service
provision, where appropriate, transparent and efficient funding arrangements, clear
but not burdensome regulation and a coherent policy framework for the development of

voluntary and community organisations”. (NESC 2005:230).

Proposing a process to deepen partnership between statutory bodies and voluntary and community
organisations, NESC recognises that clarifying these relationships will require dialogue at agency-

level and sectoral-level in addition to the nati