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''DEMOCRACY BEYOND-THE ASSEMBLY'' 

1 . 

( ,, ,,. ; I C, V I" ~" t-~} f;," ec.J~ 

Will has copied to me the attached paper which I think was presented at a Seminar w 'f~ 

earlier this week and is part of research on devolution and constitutional change. ~/,·tA.. I(;.!:// . 

• tv-1 
2. It so happens that I know Colin Knox from his long involvement in local governme t ,J 

. ~) 
. issues 

l also recall you telling me that someone from your Review T earn has had 

discussions with him during the process. 

3. l would welcome the opportunity to meet with him, persona\ly, since he is an important 

player on the local academic scene, does have experience on wide issues of structures 

and governance, and is someone with a good understanding of local issues. Before I 

make arrangements to meet him however \ would welcome your views, particularly on 

any contact which the Team has had in the past . 

• 

Nigel Hamilton 
• 

NIGEL HAMIL TON 

• 
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THE DEVOLUTION POLICY PAPERS 

Executive Summary 

• The origins of the Review of Public Administration in Northern Ireland are to 

• be found in- the Programme for Government in which the Executive pledge<! 

from the outset 'to lead the most effective and accountable fonTI of 

government in. Northern Ireland'. The Executive inherited a system of non­

departmentai· public bod_ies responsible for major functions such as health, 

education and housing which consume half of their devolved budget 

• Moreover. to satisfy the requirements of power-sharing arrangements, 

a cumbersome s~em of I I government departments (to replace six) 

was superimposed. 

• The Review of Public Administration was launched· on 24th June 2002. Its 

terms of referenc~ . are ... 'to review the existing arrangements for the 

accountability. administration and delivery of public services in Northern 

Ireland, and to bring forward options for reform. . . within an appropriate 

framework of political and financial accountability'. 

• Although broadly welcomed by politicians, the review's remit to examine the 

structure, accountability and responsibilities of local government, non­

departmental public bodies and Next Steps Agencies, has been questioned. 

Significantly, the I I departments established by the Belfast Agreement are not 

to be considered. There is an oblique reference to examining the functions of 

central government as opposed to departmental structures. Moreover: the in­

house management of the review has prompted criticism that both the pro­

Agreement Executive parties and civil servants seek respectively to protect 

the devolved political institutions and central government departments. 

• Ultimately the review must 'ensure proposals come forward which are 

coherent and designed to improve the service delivered to the citizen'. It is 

too easy to become involved in a review of the structures of delivery agents 

and lose sight of the overall purpose of the exercise. 

• Survey data suggest that citizens believe public services under devolved 

government have remained the same ( 40% in education & the economy 

and 35% in health) or got worse ( I 3% in education & the economy and 400/4 

in health). 

• 

-
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• The challenge for the devolved government is to respond to the opportunity 

for service provision which better reflects local needs than existed under 
• 

Direct Rule. This must be done within a public expenditure budget 

determined largely outside the control of the Northern Ireland Executive. 

• One concern is that the review will not tackle the wider challenge of public 

service reform and sees itself as a mechanism for structural reorganisation in 

which it could adopt a minimalist approach.This might simply include tinkering 

with the number of local authorities without significantly increasing their role, 

reintegrating a small number of quangos into government departments, and 

leaving Next Steps Agencies largely untouched because of their location in 

central government departments which are too sensitive to tackle. While risk­

averse, this would be a wasted opportunity to make radical proposals for 

change to the system of public administration in Northern Ireland. 

Introduction 

The faltering progress towards the creation of a devolved Northern Ireland 

Assembly and its Executive Committee of Ministers in December 1999 can be 

matched only by its intermittent record of stable local administration since then. At 

the time of writing (February 2003) the Northern Ireland Assembly is in suspension 

for the fourth time and Direct Rule from Westminster has been reintroduced 

indefinitely. All of this seems a far cry from the optimism exuded in the a~ermath 

of the 1998 Belfast Agreement The Agreement established the new I 08 member 

Assembly with full legislative and executive authority for transferred matters with 

the possibility of taking on additional functions, such as policing and justice, when 

the devolved institutions were working effectively. The underlying principles, 

endorsed by the pro-Agreement parties, have failed to create the confidence and 

trust necessary to sustain an inclusive Executive exercising devolved powers.' lack 

of progress on decommissioning of illegally held weapons, allegations of continued 

republican paramilitary activity, including links with FARC guerrillas in Colombia and 

a spying operation at Stom,ont, all suggest that republicans have defaulted on their 

pledges. Nationalists and republicans, on the other hand, point to continuing loyalist 

paramilitary violence and disagreement between the main unionist parties over 

-------- . - ·- - -- •• -- -
t The three principles agreed by the pro-~~ P¥11es otS a p~~te to lle'.oluoon -re. Ml ,nclusM! ~­

e,,e,-cisinc devollled powert.: the dKOf I W11lS~ionon& of panmiilary ums by H,y 200<>. ar>d the ,nodatitie-s of dcc~irc 
10 be dete,mined by the lnll'ffilltioNI Commmion on DecommtSSK>ni,g. l 
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their long-term commitment to power sharing at a time when the Agreement is 

losing support amongst their voters, in advance of elections due in May 2003. This 

is the political context within which the ongoing review of public administration is 

now enmeshed. -

The Review of Public Administration 

The review of p·ublic administration was launched on 24th June 2002.The origins 

of the review of public administration were in the Programme (or Government in 

which the Executive pledged from the outset 'to lead the most effective and 

accountable form of government in Northern Ireland'. The prevailing argument is 

that Northern Ireland has moved from a position of 'democratic deficit' to surfeit .. 
mode with I 8 Westminster MPs, I 08 members of the legislative assembly. 582 

councillors and 3 MEPs, all for a population of 1.7m people - in short, the Province 

is over-governed. Aside from considerations of political representation, the focus is 

now on ways to rationalise public service provision as the Assembly struggles 

(without the benefit of tax-raising powers) to meet the ever increasing demands of 

public service provision. They have inherited a system of non-departmental p1,.1blic 

bodies2 (N DPBs) responsible for major functions such as health, education and 

housing which consume half of their devolved budget (see Figure I). To satisfy the 

requirements of power-sharing executive a cumbersome syst~m of I I government . 
departments (to replace six) was also introduced. This complex mosaic now 

represertts the structure of public sector in N orthern Ireland - an over-administered 

system according to the Executive. 

TERMS OF REFERENCE OF THE NORTHERN !REI.ANO REVIEW OF PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION 

--· . . .. - -- --- - --·· --·-·-· ·- ··--
1 T•~ ~e more 1mn 100 public bo6cs iW'!d over 2000 ~ appointees to~ 111 Norlt>e,n lrela/ld 11:corong 10 1tu: 

'sk>rihHn lrelv,d El«.'CU!M? (News Rclca~. Qlf'l(t' of the Minister ;w,d Deputy f"nt MM\er. 27th Fet>ru;w-y 2002). 

--

• 
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Hence, the First Minister argued in the Assembly: 

The review of public administration is one of the major tasks (adng the Execucrve, 
• and will be centml to the way in which we deliver, structure and organise our public 

services in the future. This is the opportunity of o generation to put in place a 

modem, accountable, effective system of public administmtion that can deliver o high 

quality set of public services to our dtizens. It is on opportunity we must take. 3 

The First and Deputy First Ministers suggested that the review might 

recommend changes which would transform the operation of the public sector in 

Northern Ireland. They pointed out that among the most important issues 

addressed by the review would be the structure, accountability and responsibilities 

of local government non-departmental public bodies and government agencies. 

What is significant. however, is that the I I departments established by the Belfast 

Agreement we.re ruled out of the review's remit The ministers agreed that the 

review is likely to have implications for functions exercised by the Executive, but the 

institutions established by the Agreement and the division of functions will not be 

part of the review's remit. 

The review is being led by a multi-disciplinary team of officials in the Office of 

the First Minister and Deputy First Minister. working with the advice of a team of 

independent experts◄, and reports to a sub-committee of the Executive.An interim 

report is due in Spring 2003 following a review of best practice and widespread 

consultation. Final recommendations, including the costs of a preferred model, are 

expected by t he end of 2003. This timetable is likely to slip due to the suspension 

of the Assembly. The Secretary of State, Paul Murphy, has said that the work of the 

review team will continue despite suspension but acknowledged that decisions on 

its outcomes would be a matter for a devolved government 

The pie chart in figure I shows the distribution of functions across I O service 

departments. It is not surprising to note that health, social services and public safety 

consume the largest share of the budget (40%). followed by education (22%), 

employment & learning ( I 0%), and regional development (9%). 

-· ------- -- ·- - --- .. - . -- .. 
J Hansard: Northern lreQnd Anembly •• 25th Ft'bn.wy 2002. 
4 'the IOdepenc!ent expem uc; Tom f~ (O,ar). Sir Neil Mclnto1h. James l(irie. Anne O'KttKe. lucy Woods .ilxl 

Desmond Mitchell. 5 
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Figure I : Pu bile Expenditure 1002-03 ::a £6. 7 billion 

REGIONAi.. 
DEVELOPMENT 9" 

'-.. 

ENVl~ONMENT 2'4 

SOClAl. 
D£VELOf'MENT 7% 

\ 

SOCIAL SERVICES 40% 

AGRICUlTURE 3" 

. I a:T\JRE ' " 

• 

EDUCATION 22% ,,., 

EMPLOYMENT 
AND LEARNING 10% 

ENTERPIUSE -'" 

RNANCE2% 

The largest quangos in health, social services and puplic safety are the four 

health and social services boards and eighteen hospital trusts. The largest quangos 

in education are the five education and library boards. The Western Education and 

Library Board, for example, has a budget ( !29 3 million): the equiv:alent of the total 

spending by all 26 local authorities. Other notable quangos incf ude Invest Northern 

Ireland aryd the Northern Ireland Housing Executive. 

Political reactions 

In general, politicians welcomed the launch of the review of public 

administration, not least because there is a residual anti-quango feeling from the era 

of Direct Rule where many MLAs (55% of whom are also local councillors) 

experienced at first-hand their lack of accountability to elected representatives 

working on behalf of constituents. The scope of the review has, however. proved 

controversial. Some politicians question the effectiveness of a public administration 

review which excludes key providers of public services like civil service· 

departments. Robert McCartney (UKUP, MLA) argued: 

... 

-
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It is a matter of fundamental regret that this review does not include the Executive, 

the various committees and the I I departments that ore now beif.)g utilised to run 
Northern Ireland. . . Everyone a·ccept.s that quangos, or many of them, must go and 

they should have gone long ago. They represented the veneer or cosmetic surface that 

several British Govemment.s utilised to give a semblanc.e o( democrotic accountability 

to Direct Rule ... Everyone agrees that there must be a great pruning back. However, 

that disguises the fact that superimposed on top of a layer of undemoaotic agendes 

was a layer that. in some respects, was little better - devolved governments 

This call for widening the scope was rejected by the Deputy Rrst Minister who 

poiftted out that the review 'is not a means by which to renegotiate the Agreement 

by the back door'. To review the distribution of functions between the 11 

departments, he argued, would detract from the main focus of the review. 'Energy 

would be channelled into turf wars rather than better services'.6 

Figure 2: Has the economy become better under the Assembly? (n• 1,800) 

Don't know­
too early to say 

Same 

worse 

Better 

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45% 

Other political reactions centred on how the review should be undertaken. 

Concerns were expressed that a review led by officials from the Office of the 

Minister and Deputy First Minister amounted to regulatory capture by civil servants 

and the Executive. Advice from independent experts offered only a fa~ade of 

objectivity. Seamus Close (Alliance, MLA) argued: 

--- ----· . · ·-- - --·• --
' Hamarl:t Nor1hem lrelMld Assembly - 24th June 2002. 
• Hanwd: Nonhem lrellnd Assembly - 24th µ,e 2001 7 
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When politicians are seen to be examining themselves. and when they consult. the 

answer that comes back is invariably the answer that the politicians want to end up 

with. not the answer that·the people demand. If we allow the Office of the First and 

_Deputy First Minister or the Committee of the Centre to conduct this review, we will 

not get the result that the people who sent us here demand and deserve.7 

Hence,. although the review was broadly welcomed by politicians, its remit to 

examine the structure, accountabilrty and responsibilities of local government, non-. .. 
departmental public bocii'es and, rather inexplicably, Next Steps Agencies has been 

. . 
questioned. Moreover; the in-house management of the review has prompted 

criticism that both the pro-Agreement Executive parties and civil servants are keen 

to protect the devolved political institutions and central government departments, 

respectively. An independent review which sought to unravel departmental 

functions, upon which the • power-sharing Executive is predicated, would create 

additional political problems at a time when the stability of the institutions is under 

threat Equally, civil servants have significant vested career interests in maintaining or 

growing the bureaucracy to service the needs of the devolved Assembly and in the 

provision of centralised public services. 

Ffaure 3: Has education become better under the.Assembly? (n• l,800) 

Don't know• 
too early to say 

Same 

Worse 

Better 

0% 5% 10% 15% 

--· --·· - --- · ---- - -· -- -----
• Hanwrd: Northern lrelolnd ~ - 25th Fet>n,;ary 200l 

20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45% 

.. 
-
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Challenges facing the Review 

The ultimate challenge for the review is 'to ensure proposals come forvvard which 

are coherent and designed to improve the service delivered to the dtizen.'• It is too easy 

to become involved in a review of the structures of delivery agents and lose sight 

of the overall purpose of the exercise - to improve public services to citizens. 

Survey evidence suggests there is lots of room for improvement 

• The Northern Ireland Life and Times Survey (200 I) data', for example, show 

that under devolved government about one-quarter of respondents believe 

that the economy and education have improved, c:Ner 40% suggest they remain 

the same and around 13% claim they have got worse (see figures 2 & 3). 

• In health, some 40% of respondents believe that services have got worse, 35% 

suggest they remain the same and only I 0% claim they have got better. The 

potential influence on respondents of Sinn Fein Ministers in health and 

education should be noted (see figure 4). 

Fisure ◄:Has heal~ become better under theA5sembly1 (n• l,800) 

Don'tknow­
too early to say 

Same 

Worse 

Bette< 

5% 10% 1 So/o 

- .. ·- - ------ - ··- --

20% 25% 

• Oflke of the Minister Ind Deputy F"irst Mlnlstef' - News Release - 12th ~.,. 2002. 

30% 40% 

' The No,,t,e n n4lnd l.k and rmes ,svey mOlidlC>I s the attitudes and~°' people ,n Norwrn ~ amva!ly 
on a nrte al po5tic.,I and social issues. The da1a prea,tcd en <hwn from I .800 fKe-to-fact i11tei .;ews (Octobe,- -

Dece, rlber 200 I) with~ aged 18 0< Over" rwdomly I elected to ~ ~ , ep, e,ei .u.i;...e ~ al .dci t lRi xros.s 3 

~ rqions (Belfast. East ol the 8am ~ West of 1'>e &nn). 

45% 

9 
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• The Northern Ireland Omnibus Survey (2002) dat.a'0 show that overall, 45% 

of reSpoi:,dents stated they were very satisfied or satisfied with public services 

in Northern Ireland. Some 20% of respondents claimed they were not, or not 

. at all, satisft~d with public services (see figure 5). 

The challenges (&cing the review team might therefore include the following: 

• An over-administered system of public services that has evolved for political 

. reasons but that mu$t now be structurally refonned. 

• A level of PQlitical accountability consistent with a population of 1.7 million 

people which demands hard choices about the . future role of local 

government and non-departmental public bodies. 

• A need to 'free-up' resources within the restrictive, Westminster-controlled 

Northern Ireland block of public expenditure and redirect towards local, 

needs assessed, public service priorities. The Executive has already embarked 

on needs and effectiveness evaluations of programmes in health, education, 

housing, training and financial assistance to industry. These 5 areas account for 

some 70% of planned public spending in Northern Ireland. 

Figure 5:-SatJsfactton with public ~ces in Northern Ireland (n•l.800) 

Don't know 

Not and not at 
all satisfied 

Satisfied nor 
disatisfted 

Very and satisfied 

0% 5% 10% l5% 

. -------·- ----------

20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 

It The Northern ~ Omnb,s Sllf'ley is conducted by the Northem ~ Statisto and Rese.-d'I ~ ~ the d3U 
(colected Seplefrber - October 2002) is from,~ o( 1,203 ,1:>4)01denls randomlr sa,npled in. 3 stra.tifted ~ 
wt oJ No<them ~ West of Nonhem Ireland ~nd the 8efQst rea. For moni deuils see T.0'8rien Auead, ~ 
Re-.iew of Public ~ team. 

45% 

l 
I 

? 
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• An adherence to the principles of equality and human rights central to the 

Belfast Agreement in public service planning and delivery. 

• The continuing commitment to the adoption of what 

modernising agenda of New Public Management - typically: 

- a commitment to achieving 'best value'; 

- provider responsiveness to customers; 

- more market awareness; 

• 

is best ,n the 

- more entrepreneurial management with political accountability upwards; 

- structural delayering and downsizing and 

- a desire to shift power back from appointed to elected bodies.' 1 

The challenge for the devolved government is to respond to the opportunity 

for service provision which more adequately reflects local needs than existed under 

Direct Rule. This must be done within a public expenditure budget whose 

derivation lies largely outside the control of the Northern Ireland Executive. Hence 

the reforms' focus on 'getting more for less' must address how existing services are 

better structured, managed and held to account within a locally elected Assembly. 

This prompts questions about the nature and structure of government in 

Northern Ireland: 

The first consideration for the review team might therefore be, what is the 

future role for local government? Having decided on the appropriate role ( and then 

structure), how should non-departmental public bodies feature in a new devolved 

system of administration? 

. ··-·----- --
I I This is a selection o( New P\blc MaN.gl!f,ient fab.ns dr.lwn from. ode.ii l~ nlOdek (ell°IOeflC)' <h,e; downsizing aid 
dee~ in search cl e,.(elle,ite: and public se,vic;., 01 iellt.atb,). Fe-te. E..Ast-brner. L F<tqet aid. L and ~e.,,, A. 

( 1996) The ~ f\.dc ~ment "ActiM Oxbd Oxford LlnM!my Press. I I 
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Options for change 

Local Government 
. 
Working outwards from local government might suggest a number of 

alt€:matives. Local authorities could be given the same status and powers as unitary 

authorities in Gre~t Britain. Obviously for economy of scale arguments, this would 

m~ a drastic reduction in their number: Suggestions include 4 unitary councils co­

te~inous with h~lth boards; 5 unitaries co-terminous with education and library 

boards, or 6 unitaries co-terminous with the 6 geographical county structures. 

These suggestions would need to take account of the community background 

demographics in the redrawn units as this will be an important factor in securing 

political endorsement Such a move would give councils control over education, 

social services, planning, libraries, waste collection & disposal, trading standards, fire 

and rescue, emergency planning, roads, economic development, highways and 

transportation, housing, environmental health, and leisure & amenities. 

Quangos 

If agreement could be reached on the functions and form of local government 

based on the above, then the need for the remaining executive non-departmental 

public bodies might be examined. Where possible, their functions could be 

incorporated into the I I government departments or local councils. The existence 

of NDPBs can be justified on at least two broad grounds: 

• Government may need bodies from which it can distance itself 1n 
. 

sensitive areas; 

• There is value 1n having temporary organisations outside the permanent 

service that can be scrapped when the need for such temporary 

arrangements no longer exists. 12 

In the case of the former. the Northern Ireland Housing Executive is a good 

example, and the latter the Local Government Staff Commission. Both these areas 

were at one stage politically controversial. Councils could not be trusted to be 

objective in allocating housing or making staff appointments respectively.Times have 

changed and if devolution is to mature, public services should be vested in the 

hands of elected MLAs and local councillors. Hence, the list of executive and 

advisory NDPBs could be radically reduced. 

-·- -- ·- __ ,. -•-·- ---·· ---· 
11 C. Hood (1981)'A~non spare thal ~ · in C. Hood al\d M.Wrtght (eds.) 8,i GIM!lnmt.'Tll"' I ""'1 T,mes Oxford: 

11;w-un IW>ertSOI\. 

' • 
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Agencies 

The third area of the review's remit is Next Steps Agencies. Clearly some of 

these functions \NOuld be re-located within local government, if the above plan 

were considered viable. Over and above the redistribution of functions, however, is 

a general lesson for the review of public administration. Reform is not just about 

structural reconfiguration - many citizens have little idea about which bodies are 

responsible for public services, and care still less. Their prime concern is the quality 

of public service provision, regardless of its source. Whilst structural reforms can 

impact on the efficiency and effectiveness of services, there is a more fundamental 

need for a Northern Ireland 'modernising' agenda (the equivalent of Modern Local 

Government In Touch with the People (DETR) and Modemising Government (Prime 

Minister and Minister for the Cabinet). The Next Steps Agencies could be a useful 

starting point here as a means of reviewing the freedoms and flexibilit ies heralded 

for this type of organisation. Working outwards, lessons for reform should have a 

much wider resonance throughout the public sector and would accompany any 

proposals for structural change. The review presents an opportunity for Northern 

Ireland to promote a devolved modernising agenda Consideration of the Next 

Steps Agencies may be the conduit 

Impact 

A key question is how will the success of the review of public administration be 

measured? If the ultimate goal is improvement in services to the citizen, how can 

the changes brought about by the review be isolated as a contribution to those 

improved services? One concern is that the review will not tackle the wider 

challenge of public service reform and sees itself as a mechanism for structural 

reorganisation in which it could adopt a minimalist approach. This might simply 

include tinkering with the number of local authorities without significantly increasing 

their role, reintegrating a small number of quangos into government departments 

and leaving Next Steps agencies largely untouched because of their location in 

central government departments which are too sensitive to tackle. This would be a 

risk-averse strategy but a wasted opportunity to make radical proposals for change 

to the system of public administration in Northern Ireland. 

ll 
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