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The formal review of partnership in the civil service, which was published just over a year ago, is a good starting point for today’s discussion about the role of partnership in delivering the civil service modernisation and change programme.

This broadly positive review identified a number of sticking points and challenges, which have to be addressed if we are seriously to move towards a new generation of partnership. I want to focus on a small number of them and in the process comment on some of the challenges we face in the immediate future.

 Firstly, the review highlighted the ‘top down’ nature of partnership in the civil service. Civil servants believed that partnership emanated from the centre, rather than arising from locally perceived needs or problems. A year later, partnership in the civil service still remains remote from many civil servants, particularly when compared with the approach taken in the most progressive areas of health and local government.

 Linked to this, the review established that civil servants’ understanding of partnership was weak once you moved away from the top. It’s almost five years since the publication of Partnership in the civil service: A partnership model for use in departments and offices, which established civil service partnership structures. But understanding of partnership remains poor once you get beyond the Department of Finance, Department of An Taoiseach, top management, and paid union officials. 

Of course, the support and commitment of senior managers is a prerequisite for successful partnership. But we also need support and understanding of the process throughout our organisations.

 The review also revealed a view that partnership was somehow separate from the ‘real business’ of the civil service. The SMI review also indicated that staff were starting to tire of the partnership process, which needed to be reenergized. This is perhaps the single biggest obstacle on the road to a new generation of partnership. It’s difficult to see how partnership can effectively contribute to modernisation and change if it is perceived as marginal or irrelevant to the core business of service provision. 

 Linked to that, the review identified a common feeling, among management, staff and unions, that partnership would not be effective unless and until it permeated the culture of departments and offices. In other words, an island of partnership in a sea of traditional procedures, structures and doctrines can never deliver substantial change.

Sustaining Progress, the proposed new national agreement, may be about to change all this.

If the deal is accepted  - we’ll know just over a month from now - it has the potential to reassert the role and potential of partnership, not just in central government departments and offices, but across the broader public services.

That’s because, as earlier Speakers have said, the deal assigns an important and necessary role for partnership committees in the verification of modernisation and change.

Partnership committees will be required to agree action plans to achieve performance targets, and to deliberate on progress reports in this regard. They will be formally tied to service improvement through a direct relationship with the ‘Performance Verification Groups,’ which will include representatives of service users.

And because this verification process triggers the release of both benchmarking and general round pay increases, the partnership process will be directly linked to most of the pay increases on offer under the new Programme.

It’s difficult to see how partnership can continue to be seen as marginal in this new situation.

Equally, it is impossible to see how existing partnership structures can meet these new responsibilities, to the public and to the people who serve them, without some radical change and improvement. And I believe that this will put pressure on all of us – managers and unions – at every level.

First of all, we will have to have a consistent approach to partnership across all departments and offices. Up till now, my members’ experience of partnership has too often varied on the whim or preference of a departmental head or chairperson.

At its best, civil service process and activity has pioneered partnership in Ireland. The fact that the PMDS system has, so far, been introduced within a partnership framework is an example of this. But in some areas, Union members continue to experience, at best, a cosmetic approach to consultation. At worst, they continue to experience total exclusion from decision-making.

The stakes are now too high for that. Better services to the public, and fair pay for civil servants, is now partly dependent on the effective operation of partnership. So there can be no opt-out at departmental or office level.

The still-vexed nettle of ownership also has to be grasped – and soon. No partnership can continue to be peripheral. Neither can partnership committees be treated as talking shops, or vehicles to communicate management decisions that have already been made.

To be credible in a ‘new generation’, partnerships must be in the business of decision-making, in a culture where staff and unions are seen as equal partners in the decision-making process.

For this to happen, we need to revisit the custom where senior managers tend to chair partnership committees. We could learn from the best experience in the health and local government sectors, for example, where independent facilitators have worked well with committed Managers, CEOs and senior union reps.

If staff and their representatives are to be equal partners in this process, we also need to take a different approach to resourcing partnership.

Unions are voluntary organisations. Our activists give of their own time to serve and represent their colleagues. In the modernised civil service, where customer expectations and work demands are always increasing, the commitment to partnership is a significant additional call on their time.

And the challenges facing lay representatives are increasingly complex. By and large, the same small group of volunteers are involved in partnership committees, the performance management and development system, and the representation and negotiation that makes up day-to-day trade union business. They also have jobs to do and families to care for.

So, if partnership is to reach a ‘new generation,’ they must be given the time necessary to prepare for, and make a meaningful contribution to, the process. And, if their contribution is truly valued, they should not be returning to a bulging in-tray because no cover has been provided while they meet their partnership commitments.

In short, the service must put a real value on staff involvement in partnership.

The other side of that coin is that more investment in management training around the objectives and operation of partnership is needed. Not just for those who are directly involved in partnership structures, but for all managers.

Staff would also see the process as more valuable if it were dealing with bigger issues. Over the last few years, management and unions have tended to protect ‘real’ industrial relations issues from the partnership process, perhaps a little too rigidly. This has often engendered a tendency to leave big, important issues off the partnership agenda. No wonder people sometimes question the relevance of partnership.

It is time for a new approach, where big issues are placed on the partnership agenda, and removed to more traditional IR structures if partnership proves unable to resolve them satisfactorily, or if the partnership approach is deemed unsuitable.

This approach would also place more demands on trade unions. Just as we have tended to seek a strict delineation between IR and partnership issues, unions have often tended to have a ‘hands-off’ approach to the involvement of full-time officials in the partnership process.

I don’t think that approach will hold once Sustaining Progress creates a connection between partnership and pay. I believe this will be a key strategic issue for IMPACT, and other unions, in the coming months and years.

Next week, my union will be issuing ballot papers on Sustaining Progress. Yesterday IMPACT’s Central Executive Committee recommended the deal to its members. 

We have done that in the full knowledge that Sustaining Progress requires genuine and significant change and modernisation in the civil service and beyond And we have made that requirement crystal clear in the information we have provided to IMPACT members.

We do this from a belief that public servants have need have no fear of change, so long as it is necessary and achievable. In my experience, public servants are proud of the services they deliver. And the services we deliver are highly valued by the people we serve – to a degree seldom matched in Europe or elsewhere.

We want our services to be the best. The challenge for the ‘new generation’ of partnership is to play its part in delivering that objective. To succeed, we must both lead from the top, and enthuse throughout our organisations.

That’s some challenge.
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