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1. Organisation of stakeholder involvement/consultation in Ireland 

1.1. Formal consultation 

In Ireland there has been a long tradition of formal stakeholder involvement and 

consultation on poverty and social inclusion through: 

 The National Action Plan for Social Inclusion and its predecessors; 

 National social partnership agreements covering macro-economic and social 

policy. 

The Irish Government first introduced a National Anti-Poverty Strategy (NAPS) 

entitled Sharing in Progress, 1997-2007, designed to ensure that those 

experiencing poverty and social exclusion would share in the fruits of the economic 

development being achieved at that time, and to make a major impact on 

combating poverty. The plan was drawn up following wide consultation with 

stakeholders. Such engagement has been a feature of the development of 

subsequent NAPS documents into the initial National Action Plan for Social Inclusion 

(NAPinclusion) in 2001 through to current versions of this Plan. NAPinclusion 

development consultations are extensive and have included advertisements in the 

national media inviting written submissions and various series of regional and 

national seminars feeding into the processes. 

Social partnership is the process by which the Government, employers, voluntary 

and community organisations and trade unions work out a plan that covers wages, 

industrial action, housing, transport, education and other issues that affect the 

country's social and economic development. A key feature of this partnership is 

regular contact between relevant Government Departments and representatives of 

civil society/social partner organisations on issues of concern through bilateral 

contacts or other consultation structures 

In both of these structures there is a formal role for the community and voluntary 

pillar, along with the other pillars of business, trade unions and farmers. 

With the advent of economic crisis, however, social partnership has been put aside, 

as Government focuses on the economic crisis and fiscal consolidation. 

                                           
1  Prepared for the Peer Review in Social Protection and Social Inclusion programme 

coordinated by ÖSB Consulting, the Institute for Employment Studies (IES) and Applica, 
and funded by the European Commission.  
© ÖSB Consulting, 2013 
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1.2. Ad-hoc consultation 

In addition, there is informal consultation through more ad-hoc and open structures 

such as the Social Inclusion Forum and the Pre-Budget Forum, which provide the 

possibility for wider engagement of community and voluntary groups, including 

people experiencing poverty. At the same time, there is no specific policy output 

from these consultations; they act more as a forum to voice concerns and to share 

information. These ad-hoc structures have continued and are a regular feature of 

the Government’s annual calendar of social inclusion events. 

Social Inclusion Forum 

The Social Inclusion Forum (SIF) was established by the Government as part of the 

measures to monitor and evaluate NAPinclusion and as part of the institutional 

structures put in place to underpin the implementation, monitoring and ongoing 

development of the Government’s social inclusion agenda. This annual event 

provides a forum for wider public consultation and discussion on social inclusion 

issues, in particular for people experiencing poverty and social exclusion and the 

groups that work with them. The Forum has ensured that such people have a voice 

in the development of the policies that directly affect them, and in the ways that 

the policies are implemented. Policy makers benefit from this input by hearing such 

first-hand accounts of people who know what the problems are, and who are best 

placed to identify solutions. 

A report2 of this event is produced and published, which includes a summary of the 

proceedings and outcomes. It presents details of the key themes and policy issues 

raised at the event workshops. This report is submitted to the Government via its 

Senior Officials Group on Social Policy and the higher level Cabinet Committee on 

Social Policy. 

Pre-Budget Forum 

A further expansion of stakeholder engagement and consultation has been 

introduced in the form of an annual pre-budget forum of community and voluntary 

groups with the Minister for Social Protection. This event provides such 

organisations with an opportunity to have an input into the Budget process and 

enables discussion of their views on the Budget with the Minister and senior 

Departmental officials. Stakeholder input is further captured via a series of 

workshops on specific themes, such as children and families, illness and disability, 

poverty and social inclusion, etc. 

1.3. Focussed consultation 

There is also a further tier of consultation, focused on specific policy or operational 

issues and usually involving experts. For example: 

 the Labour Market Council, a new jobs council involving leading industry and 

policy experts to drive the implementation of Pathways to Work3, the IE 

Government’s 50-point plan to tackle long-term unemployment; 

 the National Traveller Monitoring & Advisory Committee, which gives 

concentrated attention to developing a more integrated approach towards the 

provision of services for the Traveller community, and to improve communication 

between Travellers and the settled community; 

 the Advisory Group on Tax and Social Welfare, established to examine 

entitlements of self-employed, the elimination of disincentives to employment 

                                           
2  http://www.socialinclusion.ie/SocialInclusionforum2013.html  
3  www.welfare.ie/en/downloads/Pathways-to-Work-2013.pdf  

http://www.socialinclusion.ie/SocialInclusionforum2013.html
http://www.welfare.ie/en/downloads/Pathways-to-Work-2013.pdf
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and the interaction between the taxation and welfare systems to ensure that 

work is worthwhile; 

 Technical Advisory Group, composed of specialists in research, data collection 

and poverty measurement representing Government Departments, Agencies and 

social partner pillars to develop and implement a Data Strategy to underpin the 

NAPinclusion process. 

While stakeholder engagement is already on a strong footing, with multiple 

consultation structures in place, in recent years there have been less resources 

available for consultation, either at NGO level due to cutbacks and at government 

level due to reduced staff/new policy priorities. 

2. Assessment of the similarities/differences of the Belgian 
approach compared to the experience in Ireland 

Ireland currently has no structure focused on Europe 2020 or the Social OMC. This 

is because extensive national structures already exist, as described above and the 

priority given to the Troika Programme of Economic Adjustment. Therefore, to the 

extent that there is consultation of EU policy, e.g. the National Reform Programme, 

this is done through existing structures. To date, it has not been necessary to 

establish specific fora to address this broader type of reporting, or to consider 

issues such as Country Specific Recommendations set down by the Commission. 

The closest parallel approach between BE and IE is seen within the respective Open 

Platform Day and Social Inclusion Forum, which appear to mirror each other in 

many key aspects. 

These events are jointly organised in both countries with NGO partners and are 

attended by a similar range of stakeholders, addressing similar themes. The 

outcomes of the BE event, however, appear to inform social reporting under the 

National Reform Programme (NRP) via the State Secretary for Social Integration. 

Although in IE we also report SIF outcomes to Government, these are mainly used 

to inform implementation of our NAPinclusion and development of national policies. 

In IE there are no similar structures in place to inform preparation of social 

inclusion reporting under NRP and other EU processes. This is because NRP has had 

a significantly different status in IE to date. As a consequence of our participation in 

the recent EU/IMF Economic Adjustment Programme, we have not been subject to 

the same focus or requirements as other Member States. It has not been necessary 

to establish specific fora to address this broader type of reporting, or to consider 

issues such as Country Specific Recommendations set down by the Commission. 

Both events feature preliminary advance preparation of participants, particularly 

those from disadvantaged groups. This is carried out in IE by means of preliminary 

regional workshops, hosted and facilitated by our NGO event partner. The overall 

aim of this initiative is to support participation of people with a direct experience of 

poverty and their representative organisations. A further preparatory meeting is 

held on the day before the event with selected representatives from each of the 

regional workshops to prepare for participation in SIF discussions and how best to 

have their voices and experiences heard on the day. 

As a further IE support to participation, SIF participants who are unwaged, or 

experiencing poverty, can apply for vouched expenses incurred in attending the 

event to be refunded. Such expenses include travel and child or elder minding costs 

in particular. It is unclear if similar facilities are offered in BE. 

A key feature of IE SIF is the attendance of the Government Minister with 

responsibility for social inclusion at the wrap up plenary. Although the Minister 
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would deliver a keynote address to the attendance, participant feedback indicates 

that it is just as important that the Minister is in attendance to hear a summary of 

key workshop outcomes. This summary is delivered by the event rapporteur during 

this closing session. 

3. Relevant current issues in Ireland and future developments 

which are likely to be relevant 

The current key issues for IE include the following: 

 the social impact of the economic crisis and how the burden of fiscal consolidation 

has been shared; 

 how the nascent economic recovery and growth in employment can be targeted 

at those who are furthest from the labour market, notably the long-term 

unemployed and jobless households; 

 a new policy framework for investing in children and young people, including 

measures to tackle child poverty; 

 reform of social protection policy to better support the transition from welfare 

dependency to employment. 

The Department of Social Protection recently published the Social Inclusion 

Monitor4, which serves as an official tool to communicate progress towards the 

national social target for poverty reduction to policy makers and stakeholders. The 

Monitor is used for all official reporting of the national social target and related 

poverty indicators, including for the EU and other international bodies. The Monitor 

is based on the 2011 Survey on Income and Living Conditions, which is the most 

recent data currently available. 

The report outlines that the economic crisis became more acute in 2011, especially 

unemployment. In 2011, the consistent poverty rate was 6.9%. In 2011, children 

had a consistent poverty rate of 9.3% which was 1.6 times the adult rate. In 2011, 

jobless households accounted for 74% of the consistent poverty rate. 

Jobless households comprise adults who are furthest from the labour market with a 

strong pattern of educational and social class disadvantages. The high proportion of 

the population in jobless households reveals a structural problem that predates the 

current recession, though one which has been greatly exacerbated by the rise in 

unemployment. The problem not only reflects the high percentage of the adult 

population who are not economically active but also the greater likelihood that 

jobless adults live with other jobless adults. It also indicates the high proportion of 

children living in jobless households. 

The Monitor details how the social protection system responded to the crisis as an 

automatic stabiliser, with up to half the population benefiting from income support. 

Social transfers continued to perform strongly in 2011 in reducing the at-risk-of-

poverty rate by 24 percentage points (from 40% to 16%). This equates to a 

poverty reduction effect of 60% and though a slight decrease on the 2010 figure 

(62%), it is far in excess of the EU norm of 35%. 

Future Developments 

Having recently exited the EU/IMF Economic Adjustment Programme, IE is now 

likely to experience a new dynamic in terms of economic, banking, investment, 

employment, public expenditure, social welfare policies. Recent reports indicate 

that the economy is beginning to show signs of improvement in areas such as 

government budget deficit, GDP, exports and unemployment. In any such changed 

                                           
4  www.socialinclusion.ie/documents/2013SIM2011FinalWeb_002.pdf    

http://www.socialinclusion.ie/documents/2013SIM2011FinalWeb_002.pdf
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environment, the Government may have more flexibility to introduce new or 

amended policies outside of the type of recent restrictions and conditions set down 

by the Troika for such Programme countries. 

In terms of stakeholder engagement and consultation in social policies, it is likely 

that IE would be subject to additional requirements from the Commission under its 

EU 2020 Strategy, NRP processes, Strategic Social Reporting, etc. It is also likely 

that such requirements may create a new focus in terms of development and 

implementation of social protection systems and associated inclusion/anti-poverty 

strategies. For example, any Country Specific Recommendations the may emerge 

could require a review or adjustment of existing approaches, processes or systems. 

In a national context, a key future development in the areas of social inclusion and 

child poverty in particular is the proposed Children and Young People’s Policy 

Framework (CYPPF), which has been in development since 2010 as the successor to 

the National Children’s Strategy 2000-2010. The Framework is intended to be the 

overarching policy document that co-ordinates all services and supports for children 

and youth in the State, from 0 to aged 25. The intention is to publish the 

Framework in Q1 2014, which will follow a social investment approach, as 

recommended in the Investing in Children: Breaking the cycle of disadvantage 

Recommendation, as part of the Social Investment Package. 

4. Transferability of Belgian good practice to Ireland and possible 

constraints 

IE would be looking to inform better practice on supporting stakeholder 

engagement in the following areas: 

 stronger focus on EU reporting, especially in the post-Troika periods; 

 better links between national structures and the European bodies, such as the 

Annual Convention of the Platform against Poverty & Social Exclusion; 

 provision of adequate resources to enable consultation. 

The experience of BE in the preparation of broader EU focussed social reporting and 

associated consultation is likely to offer the significant potential for transfer, 

because of the limited experience in the IE context in this area. While the NRP, for 

example has existed and been addressed as a statement of position in various 

broad policy areas, it has not been the driver of policy in the manner that has 

occurred in other Member States. 

Of potential concern, in this regard, is the capacity that currently exists in IE to 

successfully introduce additional measures, processes and/or structures with the 

broader remit and focus. Because of the current economic circumstances of the 

country, significant focus is maintained on important national developments and 

initiatives, such as budgetary processes, NAPinclusion, activation initiatives 

(Pathways to Work, Intreo5). 

                                           
5  Intreo is a new service from the Department of Social Protection. Intreo is a single point of 

contact for all employment and income supports. Designed to provide a more streamlined 
approach, it offers practical, tailored employment services and supports for jobseekers and 
employers alike: 
http://www.welfare.ie/en/Pages/Intreo_home.aspx  

http://www.welfare.ie/en/Pages/Intreo_home.aspx

