Draft speech. Jackie McKenna. Sharing Power Conference

Good Morning and welcome everybody.  I’m glad I speak after Kate’s wonderful presentation as I am so proud of the amount of work Forum members have achieved over the years! It doesn’t sink in until you actually see a presentation or read an annual report! It’s truly amazing when you realise that this is in addition to all of their own organisations work.....and all carried out on a voluntary basis!  Congratulations each and every one of you...you are very special people!
Being a volunteer on Cavan Community Forum has been exciting, scary, inspiring and  sometimes intimidating! I have been a part of it for the last 8 years. It was slow to start…as many new groups are. Initially, it was run by county council staff, themselves not too experienced in the role of the County Forum. It was good tho! It brought people together and we took baby steps. The whole experience was a learning curve for all of us. However in the past three years, since we had a dedicated full time, experienced community development worker, it has snowballed. 

As Vice-Chair and chairperson, the last three years has been a roller coaster of experiences. I have learned so much – learned about the county council, the amazing value of local people, the energy of volunteers, the commitment people have to their county and how policy is developed. We, the members of the Forum, have learned new skills around leadership, support, management, work planning and indeed conflict management!  
 I have made very good friends and it has been a real pleasure working with and achieving so much with these people. As I have said before, I am very proud of what Cavan Community Forum has become over the last years…and I think I speak for all Forum members when I say that. Cavan Community Forum is now recognised as the Primary Representative voice of the Community & Voluntary sector in Co. Cavan.
 I want to thank the County Council for providing us with these opportunities, and thank the Community Forum for working with me over the last three years.
Sooo... the experience!   Overall it is very positive…well, it would be. We have a dynamic Community Forum and a supportive Co. Council but the essence of this conference is about looking at how we work together ...warts and all, and in doing so consolidate and work as equal partners for the people and communities of Co. Cavan
Anyway, as the CCF grew stronger, and more confident, we became more assertive. And, as our publicity and profile developed, we began to hear rumblings of concern and discontent from the Council Chamber and some of the councillors and council staff worried that we were getting too much attention!
We encountered what we felt were blocking mechanisms as we looked for more representation on SPCs and on county wide bodies. We wrote to the County Manager and the Director of Service. We were told that that wasn’t how things were done in the Council and that if we pursued this course of action, we would lose the Community and Enterprise SPC that distributes community grants. On this, we never received a formal response from the Council management.

In fact, it was only this year that we discovered it was the Co. Councillors who appoint SPCs, not the Council Management Team. We have recently lobbied Cavan Co Council to have representation on all SPCs, as do most Community Forums in the country and I understand the Councillors have supported our proposal.  Thank You!

While the Director of Service was always happy to meet us, and was always polite and respectful, the meetings could be quite strained. It was felt that there was no sense of equality between CCF members and the Director. It is very hard for volunteers, who have very little experience of negotiation, to be disagreeing with a Director of Service who is well versed and very experienced…and whom also holds our purse strings. 
There were occasions when we disagreed. Under the cohesion process when Breiffni Intergrated was being set up with eight community representatives there were two options to nominate them. Option A where the Community Forum nominated them or an alternative process under Option B. The Director of Service signed off on Option B without prior consultation with the Forum but after mature debate the Forum now nominates most the community representatives. We do not agree with the two thirds funding cut in the Community Grants scheme. Cutbacks are happening but such a substantial cut affects the vulnerable and disadvantaged in our communities.     

So maybe, we are all operating from different perspectives about our role…hence our interest in holding this conference. Surely, as I said earlier, we need to be all working together to ensure the best for our communities. But, I believe, if we are working together, the ways of working will need to change as people bring new and different ways of operating.
Maybe the Community Forum should have put feelers out towards the councillors before this.... I’m not sure of any Forum in the border region that works closely with councillors. Why not, I wonder? Surely we should be!
In 2007, we did work with the planning dept and helped them facilitate consultation sessions on the County Development Plan but there was little follow through. It felt like we were on the outside of the council, not a real member of the family with equal rights. Our ability to bring people together was utilised but that was about it.  Our experience of working with communities and consultation did not feel valued.
Also in the last few years, as the CCF was taking more ownership of the Forum, there has been a tension as to who the worker worked for – the Community Forum or Cavan County Council. I think this was also experienced by other community fora. 
Up until this year, the worker was employed by the County Council with Peace 11 money, providing supports, and putting together a work programme under the direction of the CCF. When there were differences in approach or ideas between the Forum and the county council, tensions developed. As the county council paid the wages, and provided line management, it was felt that as an employee of the Co. Council, the CCF Co-ordinator was required to act as her employer directed. And, as an employer, of course the council had a point.  But, how could Cavan Community Forum develop, grow, mature, and stand on its own two feet if the Council restricted the way it operated and tried to ensure it organised itself  in the way the council thought was best?  

This parternalistic culture whereby it was perceived that the Council directed the Forum’s work has evolved. We are no longer seen as an extension of the Community & Enterprise Department but are recognised as the independent representative voice of the community and voluntary sector.
The CCF is now set up as an independent company and employs the worker itself ...indeed with the much appreciated support of the Co Council.
In Cavan we had no challenges that we weren’t able to overcome. We compromised a good deal but held our own and we continued to voice our views…partly because we have representatives who are prepared to speak out and argue strongly on our behalf. But it wasn’t easy and there was often unease among members for fear of upsetting the powers that be.
Representation by volunteers is a challenge…for both council staff and volunteers themselves. Volunteers have very little support and rely on the council staff to provide the advice as to what they should do. There is usually no training provided and often, as a result, the representation can become tokenistic. Consequently, their input is not valued and as a result, the volunteer may not put in the time / work required particularly if they need to take time off their own paid work.
There are many issues that need to be tackled to ensure effective participation - aside from training. For instance –the times when meetings are held (during day vs evening hours), circulation of papers for the meeting comes on the day itself, rather than in advance, so it’s difficult for people to reflect on them, and volunteers feeling that what they say is valued, listened to, discussed and acted on. It can be very demoralising to continue attending meetings when you realise all your contributions, while politely listened to, have made no impact whatsoever on the outcome. 
We can all learn from the excellent research by Mary Deery in county Louth about how to secure participatory democracy by our working together on the SPCs.

By no means does the Forum think they are perfect and I am sure council staff feels that volunteers don’t have the in-depth understanding needed, that it is an extra burden having to deal with amateurs, that there are certain ways of working which are established and they can achieve the final outcomes desired. Council staff, I feel, are immersed in structures and processes and working with volunteers requires a new approach and a new relationship that isn’t catered for within the local authority framework.

There is an article in your packs by Patricia Downey of Downey, Youell Associates, published in Local Authority Times in 2005. I want to read an excerpt.

“Our organisations and institutions are complex living systems, but because of the dominant mechanical mind set, organisational life in both the public and private sectors is predicated on the belief that it’s possible to design, control and predict outcomes. Even the language is classic Newtonian: re-engineering. Downsizing. Relocating. Embedding. Inputs. Outputs. Benchmarking.” 

I think is a good description of local authorities. Patricia Downey goes on to describe a new approach that we need to adopt…a whole systems view which focuses on the importance of relationships. I quote her again:
“This change of mindset shifts the spotlight from components and tasks towards the relationships and processes that make or break outcomes: relationships between people, between people and projects, between departments, between officials and councillors, between organisations and communities, between local needs and national policies….

“A dominant focus on surface mechanics, strategies, policies, procedures, metrics, measures and so on, while ignoring the underlying shaping dynamics of the culture, the relational glue of shared purpose, common vision, shared values and so on, virtually guarantees that the improvements being demanded of local government will always be out of reach.”

I agree with her. And I think many would. It is the culture that we need to address and I know that is always the hardest.

But  coming back to Cavan Community Forum. We decided to hold this conference because we wanted to air these concerns. We want to work with councillors. And we need the active and valued support of council staff to make sure that our communities are heard and responded to. I am proud to live in County Cavan. I think we have an excellent county council with committed staff. I know we have an excellent volunteer base. Together, I think we can lead the way in changing cultures and attitudes so that we can all effectively contribute to being the best at what we do and making the lives of people living in Cavan engaging and positive! Thank you.
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