4 December 1998

Lessons from Innovative Local

Anti-Poverty Action Need to be Transferred to National Policy

The Combat Poverty Agency today advised that the plans to regionalise 15 counties for EU objective one status could put at risk the work of local partnerships which are tackling poverty and social exclusion in some of the most disadvantaged communities. Many of these important initiatives are in areas not covered by the new regional proposals and thus could lose EU funding. The Agency pointed out that that supporting the work of such local partnerships in blackspot areas such as those in Dublin, Cork and Limerick had been one of the priority areas identified in the Government's National Anti-Poverty Strategy.

The Agency's concerns were borne out in a research report, Local Partnerships for Social Inclusion? Launched at a seminar today, which examines the role of local partnerships in promoting social inclusion in Ireland. It states that national economic and social policies are vital to the work of local partnerships. While there have been very tangible achievements by local partnerships in terms of jobs, education and training, family services and community development, the report stresses that local partnerships cannot be the panacea for combating poverty without the support of strong government social policy and social funding.

"This report shows that local programmes can, and have been, very effective in tackling issues of social exclusion throughout the country" said Jim Walsh, one of the authors of the report. "However a strong and coherent anti-poverty strategy nation-wide is necessary as local partnerships can only treat the symptoms of poverty and social exclusion. A strong national policy is needed to treat the causes of social exclusion".

"The priority now is to transfer the wealth of learning from the innovative approaches developed by local partnerships into mainstream policy and practice," he continued. "We now have the resources and the new ideas to make poverty and social exclusion a thing of the past".

Jim Walsh said that poverty knows no boundaries in Ireland adding that it is as prevalent in counties earmarked for objective one status as those not included. The Combat Poverty Agency is concerned that if resources are funnelled into just 15 counties, the development of partnerships in the remaining 11 counties may slow down.

"Serious consideration must be given to this dilemna if local partnerships are to continue to tackle social exclusion in their own areas" Jim Walsh said.

The report highlights that local partnerships are largely a creature of central government and are heavily dependent on external funding for their activities. According to Jim Walsh, the sustainability of partnerships is now compounded by an almost total dependency by local partnerships on EU-provided central government funds, which are due to run out in1999. 

"However local partnerships can be sustainable if the government ensures that regionalisation is genuinely about the devolution of powers and resources and improved integration of anti-poverty action at a local level" he continued.

Ireland is among the EU countries where local partnership is strongest. There are over 150 local partnerships in four broad types, local development partnerships, urban regeneration, local employment and enterprise partnerships and local service partnerships. In addition there are more than 200 community development organisations more loosely modelled on these local partnerships.

"Central government needs to put in place procedures which will sustain the innovative work of local partnerships including ongoing funding, institutional recognition and means to transfer learning and good practice" Jim Walsh explained.

Local Partnerships for Social Inclusion? was undertaken by the Combat Poverty Agency as part of a European study initiated by the European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions. It includes three in depth case studies, the PAUL Partnership Limerick, the Tallaght Partnership and the South Kerry Development Partnership, which give unique insight into the operation and impact of local partnerships.

In addition to Jim Walsh (research officer, CPA), the report was written by Sarah Craig (Manager in the Centre for Social and Educational Research, Dublin Institute of Technology) and Des McCafferty (Head of Geography in Mary Immaculate College, University of Limerick).
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