4
1

The Goodbody’s value-for-money report on Irish emigrant services

Commentary for EAN by Brian Harvey

Presentation, Annual General Meeting of EAN, 1st December 2007

The Goodbody’s Economic Consultants report Value for money and policy review of the support for Irish emigrant groups programme (called ‘The Goodbody report’ henceforth) is the latest in a series of reports on Irish emigrant services.  Dated July 2007, it is currently with the Department of Foreign Affairs for consideration.   It used the new standard Department of Finance 2007 template for value-for-money reviews, an instrument which the government now encourages for the review of programmes and agencies.  The Goodbody report follows a series of landmark reports on services for Irish emigrants, the most important of which was that of the task force on policy regarding emigrants (Department of Foreign Affairs, 2002).  The task force report led to an interdepartmental working group (2003).  The outcome was the establishment of an Irish abroad unit within the Department of Foreign Affairs in 2004 (though not the agency for the Irish abroad suggested by the task force) and the recommended substantial expansion of funding for services for Irish emigrants proposed by both the task force.  The Goodbody report chronicles the growth in funding from €3.1m for 73 groups in 2003 to €11.6m for 184 groups in 2006, set to rise to €15m in 2007.  86% is spent in Britain through the Dion fund, 10% in the United States, 3% in Ireland itself and 2% in the rest of the world.

The Goodbody’s report is an informative one, chronicling the history, background, context and evolution for the funding of services for Irish emigrants.  Goodbody’s presented case studies of five services: Haringey Irish Cultural and Community Centre and Southwark Irish Pensioners Project, both in London; Irish Community Care and the Irish Diaspora Foundation, both in Manchester; and the Irish Welfare and Information Centre in Birmingham.   In a clear, descriptive narrative, handy information is provided on the type of projects funded in Britain, the United States and further afield (Argentina, South Africa, Zimbabwe).  Goodbody’s also attempts to measure the impact of Irish emigrant services, such as ensuring that Irish people abroad obtain their social welfare, ‘providing a bridge to the public welfare system’. 

Goodbody’s rightly identifies as a significant development the new funding stream for sporting, cultural and heritage activities, now accounting for about 12.5% of the UK funding of the programme this year.  The development of a such a funding stream will be welcomed by many working with the Irish community abroad.  Nevertheless, Goodbody’s points out that the programme had hitherto been devoted entirely to the needs of vulnerable Irish people abroad and that cultural, sporting and heritage activities funding is, by definition, not necessarily assisting the socially excluded.  Goodbody’s was right to caution us that government funds might take the place of both charges and fund-raising by those who could well afford such projects - what economists call ‘displacement effect’.  Goodbody’s fully endorses what academic and field research has been saying for over twenty years about the difficult social situation in which many Irish emigrants have found themselves abroad and that they are deserving of our support.  

One of the tasks of the Goodbody report was to examine whether the objectives of the programme could have been better achieved by other means, such as an expanded consular service or the agency proposed by the task force.  Such alternative approaches it dismisses on the basis that separate agencies inevitably involve higher overheads and costs and no other countries have them.  This is unsatisfactory, for the report considers neither the many merits of arm’s length agencies, nor the detailed case made for such an agency by the 2002 task force.  Ireland not only has many small, successful agencies (Combat Poverty Agency comes to mind) but a disastrous history of believing that agency work can be done better by government department, starting with the catastrophic abolition of the Congested Districts Board  (1923).

The bottom line of the Goodbody report is that the original design of the programme is efficient, effective, ‘there is no indication of a need for change’ (p44) and the heritage, sporting aspects of the programme should be expanded (p45), while repeating the warning of displacement given earlier.  Surprisingly then, the report then recommends the ‘urgent’ introduction (p64), for the grants in Britain, of a more formal application procedure (though retaining informality for small grants of €5,000 to €10,000), the possibility of service agreements, a top-down approach to project allocations, monitoring, evaluation and performance indicators and grants conditional on progress reports.  By top-down, which I think is an unfortunate form of words (‘strategic’ would be more neutral), Goodbody’s means that there should be indicative proportions of funds for welfare projects (sub-divided into older people, training, counselling, advice); community network projects (Irish clubs, events and cultural centres); sports; second line organizations; information project; heritage and culture; with transversal sub-divisions in Britain by geographic location (London, Manchester, other).  The use of an advisory committee for the funds in Britain should continue.

In the United States, by contrast, Goodbody’s adjudges it reasonable to continue to rely on the judgement of diplomatic staff and ‘there is less need for outside assistance or for a more formal process’, but there might be the need for a more formal system of selection in the future.  This is a very curious aspect of the report.  The reason why formality and advice are required in one part of the programme (Britain), but the exact opposite elsewhere (the rest of the world) is nowhere explained.  The report states that the selection processes in the United States have “worked well” (p52) or “operated well (p57) - but how do we know?  Because the selectors say it has?  Pages later, Goodbody’s informs us that the department has considerable expertise in monitoring and evaluation - which is done entirely on an ad hoc basis (“gathered on an ad hoc basis”; “compiled on an ad hoc basis” (p55)) and “informal basis” (p57)).  How can it, when the purpose of monitoring and evaluation is to be systematic, not ad hoc?  Britain is the only part of the programme where external moderation, the Dion committee, can give us reassurance. 

Goodbody’s rightly comes to the conclusion that grants for Irish emigrant services should be subject to evaluation, performance measurement and monitoring, making the positive suggestion that ‘the starting point for the definition of these could be suggestions from the organizations themselves’.  But this should be because all voluntary organizations should be professional, evaluated and monitored: there is no logic in suggesting that such scrutiny should apply in one jurisdiction (Britain) but not in, or only later in, another (the rest of the world).   Furthermore, there are several aspects of the monitoring and evaluation process which have been missed:

- The emphasis of the new performance indicators should be on, for example, the number of advice sessions it will deliver.  The concept of performance is conceived far too narrowly and, moreover, values the quantitative at the expense of the qualitative.  The real tests for Irish emigrant services are not Can they deliver welfare services? (there are plenty of evidence that they can and, moreover, that they can do this well) but what impact are they having?  What is their quality? Are they relieving poverty among the Irish communities abroad?  Do they ensure that Irish emigrants have a positive experience of the welfare and social services of their host countries? Do they confront host societies with the policy issues arising, like exclusion and discrimination and with what result?  Are Irish people valued as members of the community?  Are they integrated in a respectful manner?  These are harder, but more important medium and long-term tests than clocking in the numbers presenting at advice clinics.

- The report understates the need for external moderation.  Only Irish services in Britain are moderated by external advice, namely the Dion committee.  All funding programmes benefit from external reference, which provide expertise, knowledge, critical commentary and confidence, so the Dion practice should be extended further afield.  Dion has been a leader in good practice in the Irish voluntary sector.  It developed a strategic plan for the Irish voluntary sector in Britain more than ten years before there was one for the Irish voluntary sector in Ireland.  Dion understands the concept of funding support organizations, like the Federation of Irish Societies and the Irish Forum in Birmingham, 9% of the Dion grant: if only the concept were fully understood in Ireland too!

- Developing the point of external moderation a stage further, the Goodbody report failed to comment on the absence of external contribution to the Department of Foreign Affairs itself.  For all the experience and expertise in the department claimed by the report (p57), there is no place where Irish voluntary organizations concerned with emigration may have a regular, structured and sustained dialogue with that department.  As a result, there is no way in which the department can receive, in an organized way, the accumulated information, knowledge and experience of Irish civil society groups abroad, which can only be considerable at this stage.  Historically, the department consulted only with other departments and government agencies about Irish emigrants, locking itself out of an important part of the circle of knowledge and expertise, civil society.  This was a point raised by the IECE report in 1999, which concluded that there was a need to establish structures of consultation between the department and voluntary organizations, modelled along the those with development aid and human rights non-governmental organizations.   Such a structure is still essential now, not only from the perspective of services for Irish emigrants, but, more important, the policy issues arising and which ultimately shape the development of those services.  The task force too stressed the importance of civil society.

In summary, the Goodbody’s report will mean:

- The introduction of more stringent requirements on voluntary and community organizations in Britain, with evaluation, monitoring, grants conditional on progress milestones, with performance indicators, allocated according to indicative headings of type of services and location;

- An invitation to Irish organizations in Britain to make suggestions as to what indicators should be (p55).  This is an opportunity for those organizations to persuade the appropriate authorities to adopt an enlightened approach to performance, one which embraces quality as well as quantity, policy as well as services, impact as well as description.  Failure to do so will mean the imposition of just another number-crunching burden on the unfortunate social service managers concerned;

- The growth of funding for culture, sports and heritage.  For those of us concerned with social inclusion, it is important that such grants be well tested against their potential displacement effect and that they do not endanger the support of social inclusion and second-line organizations;

- Little change, yet at least, in the operation of grants outside Britain, with a continued lack of external moderation;

- Interment of the concept of an agency for Irish services abroad;

- No progress in developing a regular, sustained, structured dialogue between Irish civil society organizations and the heart of decision-making in Irish emigration policy - the Department of Foreign Affairs, to the continued detriment of both services for Irish emigrants and the policy issues arising, setting us back to a point where we were before 2002 and 1999.

Some of these are positive developments.  But the story could still have a happier ending.
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