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Report Highlights 
 

This report is the culmination of a detailed review of the governance arrangements for 

the Veterinary Council of Ireland (VCI) commissioned jointly by the Department of 

Agriculture, Food and the Marine and the Veterinary Council itself. 

 

In the 15 years since the enactment of the Veterinary Practice Act 2005, the 

professional landscape for the veterinary professions has changed a great deal. So 

have rules and conventions in public sector governance and the regulation of 

professions similar to veterinary medicine. 

 

We have undertaken a detailed examination of documentation, information and data 

about the Veterinary Council’s activity and engaged in open and frank consultation 

with stakeholders at all levels to inform our findings and recommendations. 

 

The principal conclusion of the review is that the existing governance arrangements 

for the Veterinary Council are not fit for purpose and do not adequately serve the 

Veterinary Council or the interests of the veterinary professions, the public at large or 

the Minister and Department. 

 

The detail supporting this conclusion is set out in the body of this report. Addressing 

the situation will require action on a suite of fifteen detailed recommendations ranging 

from short term ‘quick wins’, to longer term strategic thinking about the functions, 

structure and resourcing model for the organisation. 

 

Our findings and recommendations set out in the following pages are very 

detailed, but can be summarised as addressing several key themes: 

 Corporate governance, Council policies, procedures and practices in the Council; 

 The functions and composition of the Council and its committees; and 

 The role and structure of the executive supporting the Council’s work. 

 

Our recommendations are designed to help the VCI become a more modern, dynamic 

and fit for purpose regulator which supports the development of veterinary services in 

Ireland and assures the general public about the quality and standards of those 

services. 
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Executive Summary 
 

A. Background to the Review. In August 2019, following consultation between the Veterinary 

Council of Ireland (VCI) and the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine (DAFM), Crowe 

was engaged by DAFM through a process of competitive tender to undertake a review of the 

governance frameworks of the VCI. 

B. Objectives. Briefly summarised, the objectives of the assignment are to evaluate the governance 

arrangements of the VCI, to evaluate their suitability and fitness for purpose, and to report findings 

and propose adjustments to those arrangements. 

C. VCI Functions. The functions of the VCI include protection of the public, including through the 

supervision of veterinary education, the maintenance of the register of veterinary practitioners and 

nurses, and the registration of veterinary premises; and through disciplinary action in cases of 

professional misconduct. There are currently over 2,900 veterinary practitioners on the VCI 

register, over 950 veterinary nurses, and over 750 veterinary premises. 

D. VCI Council. Under current arrangements, the VCI Council consists of up to 19 members, made 

up of 9 elected Veterinary Practitioners, 1 elected Veterinary Nurse, and 9 appointed members 

(Ministerial or other nominees of designated organisations). 

E. Council Meetings. Members of the VCI Council may serve for no more than two consecutive 

terms of four years. In 2018, the VCI Council met on 10 occasions. 11 members of the Council 

attended between 8 and 10 meetings; seven members attended between 5 and 7 meetings; and 

one attended on just two occasions. 

F. Committees. Much of the Council’s work is channelled through eight committees, three of which 

are statutory (Preliminary Investigations, Fitness to Practise, and Veterinary Education and 

Training), with the others being committees established to perform specified functions. 

G. VCI Executive. The executive staffing structure of the VCI consists of two professional posts (the 

Registrar / CEO and the Head of Legal), supported by six administrative positions (increasing to 

seven from January 2020). 

H. Financial Position. The vast majority of the VCI’s income is from registration, licensing and other 

fees, accounting for €1.5m of the organisation’s income of €1.6m in 2018. The VCI’s administrative 

expenditure in 2018 amounted to just under €1.4m. 

I. Comparative Assessment. We examined a range of other regulatory organisations in Ireland and 

internationally, in order to understand comparative best practice. These comparators included 

regulators of healthcare and other professions, and veterinary regulators in other countries. Whilst 

every organisation is different and has specific governance and structural needs which reflect the 

scope and nature of its regulatory and other responsibilities, a number of common themes emerge 

from our comparative analysis which provide important learning messages for the VCI: 

 The size of the VCI Council, at 19, is comparatively larger than all of its counterparts within 

our assessment, pro rata to the membership / number of registrants; 

 At 19 members, the size of the VCI Council is greater than contemporary best practice would 

suggest across all organisational types (i.e. eight or nine members at most); 

 With more than half of its members elected from within the professions, the VCI Council is out 

of step with most of the other regulatory organisations we examined, where a minority of 

board or council members would typically come from within; 

 In relation to the composition of its Preliminary Investigation Committee and its Fitness to 

Practise Committee, legislative change will be required to bring the VCI into line with current 



 

Final Report to DAFM: Governance Review of the VCI iii 

regulatory best practice, which would involve significant external membership and involvement 

of lay persons. 

 

J. Benefits of international best practice. The key finding from our comparative analysis is that 

whilst every organisation is different and has different needs, there is significant and growing 

recognition within the regulatory sector of the need for boards, Councils and governing authorities 

to be agile, to be accountable, to act independently, and to be able to demonstrate a diversity of 

skills and experiences within their membership to enable them to discharge their regulatory 

responsibilities with maximum effectiveness. Typically, this means smaller boards, greater external 

representation, and agile committee structures allowing a smooth flow of decision-making in line 

with principles of clear accountability, transparency and good governance. 

K. Findings. Our findings relate to all areas of the Council’s structure, processes and protocols and 

are not confined to any one, or even a small number of the Council’s functions or activities. The 

review has comprised a comprehensive examination of all aspects of the Council and the broad 

range of findings relate to the entire organisation. Notwithstanding this, it is important to note that 

all recommendations arising from these are made with confidence that the Council, DAFM and all 

stakeholders are focussed on the future development of the VCI as a dynamic, modern and 

forward thinking regulatory body. Readers should note that our detailed findings and 

recommendations should be read in tandem as context will be important for understanding. 

L. Themes. We have structured our findings within the report into a number of distinct areas: 

 Corporate governance by the Council – which includes a high-level assessment of 

compliance with the Code of Practice for the Governance of State Bodies, and the 

composition and structure of the Council itself; 

 Support for the Council by the VCI Executive – which addresses the division of operation 

responsibilities and structures and systems for carrying these out; 

 Governance processes. 

M. Upward Trajectory. It was noted by all consultees, including Council members, that governance 

practices and performance have begun an upward trajectory in recent months. We would agree 

with the notion that things are improving in the VCI’s approach to governance. 

N. Current Council Governance Capacity. Council Members do not demonstrate a uniformly strong 

understanding of their role and responsibilities as members of a State Board. Council members 

reported (via an anonymous survey) a consensus that the Council does need to improve in respect 

of its own understanding of its governance responsibilities and the specific duties of Council 

members. This includes greater understanding in the areas of: oversight of the Council by the 

Department; the effectiveness of the Council itself in conducting its business (as well as its 

capacity for evaluating its performance), monitoring and control of risk and audit and, most 

significantly, the Council’s relationship with its executive. 

O. Compliance with the Code of Practice for the Governance of State Boards. Significant work is 

required to enhance compliance with the Code within the VCI. Of particular concern is the need for 

a robust distinction between executive and strategic management, and the need to standardise 

and regularise governance policies, procedures and protocols. 

P. Composition of the Council. We consider that the Council is too large to serve as an agile 

decision-making body, and lacks variety in terms of the skillsets and backgrounds of its members. 

Q. Use of Committees. The Council does not make the best possible use of its committee structure 

to support the VCI’s governance workload and statutory functions. There is scope for the use of 

external members within the committees to further enhance the skills and capabilities available to 

the Council to support decision-making. 
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R. The Executive. The Executive of the VCI traditionally functioned more as a Board secretariat than 

as a supportive and capable executive. We consider that significant redevelopment and 

restructuring of the VCI’s staff base and the division of responsibilities is required to support the 

organisation’s development. 

S. Recommendations. We have made fifteen recommendations. These recommendations contain 

actions designed to address our findings and to support the future development of the organisation 

in respect of structures and systems as well as approaches to and performance in governance 

matters. While some recommendations are comparatively straightforward and could be considered 

‘quick wins’, others will require legislative action and significant investment in terms of time, 

planning and resources. 

T. Implementation Considerations. Implementation of each of our recommendations will require 

care. The recommendations are not considered minor adjustments to the VCI’s governance 

arrangements, but a significant suite of reforms addressing the entire organisation from top to 

bottom. The recommendations if implemented would provide very significant improvement and 

strengthening of the Council and its capacity to discharge its functions. It is important to note that in 

order to implement our recommendations, there will be a need for: 

 Enactment of Primary Legislation; 

 Development of enhanced policies, procedures and protocols for the organisation; 

 Significant investment in the organisation at all levels in terms of time, effort and resources. 
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1 Background and Context 
 

1.1 Introduction and Terms of Reference 

 

In August 2019, following consultation between the Veterinary Council of Ireland (VCI) and the 

Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine (DAFM), Crowe was engaged by DAFM 

through a process of competitive tender to undertake a review of the governance frameworks of 

the VCI. 

 

The terms of reference for the assignment, which were agreed by the VCI Council, are as 

follows: 

 

1. Review the legislation governing the VCI, in particular the Veterinary Practice Act 2005 

as amended and assess whether it provides the most appropriate governance structures 

for regulating the veterinary professions, taking account of the 2016 Revised Code of 

Practice for the Governance of State Bodies. 

 

2. Evaluate the appropriateness and effectiveness of the structures, systems, skills and 

staffing of the VCI, including Board structure, size, competencies and nomination 

process, Committee structures and Executive make-up, in supporting operational 

effectiveness and efficiency in the pursuit of the Council’s legislative and regulatory 

functions. 

 

3. Consider whether the legislation adequately provides for the roles and responsibilities of 

the Council, its subcommittees and the Executive taking account of other professional 

regulatory bodies in Ireland and/or veterinary regulatory bodies in other 

similar/comparable jurisdictions. Better Regulation principles should also be considered 

in this context. 

 

Briefly summarised, the objectives of the assignment are to evaluate the governance 

arrangements of the VCI, to evaluate their suitability and fitness for purpose, and to report 

findings and propose adjustments to those arrangements. The project is being overseen by a 

Steering Group composed of representatives of the Department and the VCI, under an 

independent Chairperson. 

 
1.2 Review Summary 

 

1.2.1 Overview 

 

The review was conducted between September and November 2019 and involved four broad 

sets of tasks which ran largely in parallel:  

 Environmental Analysis  Consultation 

 Benchmarking  Reporting 

 

These aspects are recounted below. Within their context, we paid particular attention during the 

review to the following key considerations: 

 The suitability of the legal provisions in the Veterinary Practice Act for the VCI as a 

modern, dynamic regulator; and 



 

Final Report to DAFM: Governance Review of the VCI 2 

 The extent to which the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform (DPER) Code of 

Practice for the Governance of State Bodies and the Principles for Better Regulation are 

adopted and implemented within the VCI. 

 

1.2.2 Environmental Analysis 

 

The environmental analysis informed our rounded perspective on the VCI’s operating context 

and recent governance history. It involved detailed review of: 

 A substantial body of documentation provided jointly by the DAFM and VCI which related 

to operational matters, governance and oversight arrangements, Council and committee 

business and other contextual matters; 

 The Veterinary Practice Act 2005 (as amended); 

 Relevant public sector codes of conduct and effective practice guidance in the context of 

the VCI; 

 Publicly available information pertaining to the work of the VCI and the veterinary 

profession in general. 

 

1.2.3 Consultation 

 

Consultation was used to generate evidence for the ‘lived experience’ of the governance 

system within the VCI and to triangulate emerging findings arising from the environmental 

analysis. 

 

We engaged directly with: 

 Council Members  VCI personnel 

 DAFM officials  A variety of other relevant stakeholders, nominating bodies 

and interested parties. 

 

1.2.4 Benchmarking 

 

For the purposes of generating useful exemplars of effective practice in regulatory governance 

arrangements, we engaged directly with a variety of comparator organisations in Ireland and 

internationally. These included a number of healthcare regulators in Ireland (which undertake 

similar responsibilities to the VCI in respect of various healthcare professions), and veterinary 

regulators in other jurisdictions.  

 

1.2.5 Reporting 

 

The reporting phase of the assignment involved drawing together the three previous stages of 

the assignment into a set of emerging findings, discussing these draft findings with the Steering 

Group, and finalising the findings and recommendations as part of the production of this report. 
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2 The VCI’s Legal and Regulatory Landscape 
 

2.1 The VCI’s Current Governance Structures 

 

2.1.1 Council Membership 

 

As set out in the Veterinary Practice Act 2005, the Council is made up of 19 members, 

consisting of:  

 9 elected Veterinary Practitioners 

 1 elected Veterinary Nurse  

 9 appointed members, namely: 

 4 nominees of the Minister of Agriculture, Food and the Marine; 

 1 nominee of the Minister for Education and Science; 

 2 nominees of the National University of Ireland; 

 1 nominee of the Director of Consumer Affairs; and  

 1 nominee of the Food Safety Authority. 

 

The term of office of a Council member is four years and members may serve no more than two 

consecutive terms. (Read in conjunction with the 2016 Revised Code of Practice for the 

Governance of State Bodies, this means that in practice it is not considered acceptable practice 

for members to serve more than two terms at any stage, not just consecutively.)  

 

In 2018, the Council met on 10 occasions. Six members of the Council were present at every 

meeting; two members attended 9 meetings; three members attended on 8 occasions; seven 

members attended between 5 and 7 meetings; and one attended on just two occasions. (It 

should be noted that 15 Council members took up office during 2018, including a number who 

were appointed part-way through the year, reducing the number of eligible meetings for 

inclusion in the attendance figures.) 

 

2.1.2 Committees 

 

Much of the Council’s work is done through eight committees, these being as follows: 

 

Statutory Committees  

 Preliminary Investigation Committee (PIC), which carries out initial inquiries into the 

fitness to practise of registered practitioners and nurses and refers cases to the FTPC 

when appropriate; 

 Fitness to Practise Committee (FTPC), which carries out fitness to practise inquiries of 

registered practitioners and nurses, and imposes sanctions if appropriate; 

 Veterinary Education and Training Committee (VETC). The functions of this 

committee are specified in section 13 and Part 6 of the 2005 Act. 

 

Other Committees Established to Perform Specified Functions 

 Legislation and Ethics Committee (LEC); which considers and reviews the implications 

of legislative and ethical matters as they relate to the Council and establishes, publishes, 

maintains and reviews codes of professional conduct for registered persons; 
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 Practice Premises Committee (PPC), which specifies and keeps under review 

standards of veterinary premises as described under Part 9 of the 2005 Act; 

 Audit, Risk & Finance Committee (ARFC), whose province includes all financial 

matters, including maintenance of books of account; sale and publication of the register; 

administration of the Council’s business; recruitment and remuneration of staff; 

 Conjoint Committee (CC); which aims to promote the practice of veterinary medicine 

and to deal with National and European veterinary matters; and 

 Veterinary Nursing Committee (VNC); which deals with any issues arising from Part 8 

of the 2005 Act, relating directly to veterinary nursing. 

 

2.1.3 VCI Structures  

 

The current executive staffing structure of the VCI is illustrated below: 

 

 

 
2.2 Regulatory Activity and Fees 

 

2.2.1 Functions 

 

The VCI’s functions, which are broadly aligned with its committee structure, are: 

 To establish and maintain the Register (of veterinarians) and the Register of Veterinary 

Nurses; 

 To establish registration procedures for new and renewing registrants; 

 To establish, publish, maintain and review codes of professional conduct for registrants; 

 To set standards for courses leading to registration; 

 To recognise international veterinary qualifications as appropriate; 

 To set standards for veterinary premises; 

 To conduct fitness to practise inquiries and to issue sanctions as appropriate; 

 To promote the practice of veterinary medicine; 

 To advise the Minister and to make pronouncements in relation to veterinary medicine. 

 

In general, the role and functions of the VCI are: 

Registrar

Head of Legal
Head of 

Education & 
Registration

Head of 
Finance

Administrative Staff Pool
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 Protection of the public through the supervision of veterinary education and veterinary 

practice premises; 

 The maintenance of the register of veterinary practitioners and nurses; 

 The registration of veterinary premises; and 

 Enforcing disciplinary action in cases of professional misconduct. 

 

The VCI’s oversight remit extends to around 3,850 registrants under supervision (of which 

approximately 75% are vets and 25% veterinary nurses), and encompasses some 752 

veterinary practice premises. 

 

2.2.2 Fees 

 

In 2018, the VCI derived more than €1.5m in fees, principally relating to registration and licence 

fees, and Public Appointments Service fees. The structure of fees chargeable is summarised in 

the table below:  

 

Fee Category Veterinary Practitioners Veterinary Nurses 

Licence to Practise Renewal Fee €475 per calendar year €215 per calendar year 

New Graduates Registration and 

Licence to Practise Fee 

€230 in graduating year, 

valid up to 31 December 

€170 in graduating year, 

valid up to 31 December 

Erasure Restoration Fee 
Double Annual  

Retention Fee 

Double Annual  

Retention Fee 

Voluntary Removal Restoration 

Fee 

€50 plus proportion  

of Annual Licence to 

Practise Fee 

€50 plus proportion  

of Annual Licence to 

Practise Fee 

Registration Fee 

€115 plus proportion  

of Annual Licence to 

Practise Fee 

€115 plus proportion  
of Annual Licence to 

Practise Fee 

Limited Registration 

€115 plus proportion  

of Annual Licence to 

Practise Fee 

n/a 

 
2.3 Overall Financial Position of the VCI 

 

The VCI’s income in 2018 amounted to just under €1.6m, an increase of almost €250k (18%) on 

the 2017 figure. This change was due to an increase in the number of people joining the 

Register of Veterinary Practitioners and the Register of Veterinary Nurses and the renewals of 

Certificates of Suitability.  

 

The VCI’s administrative expenditure in 2018 amounted to just under €1.4m, representing a 

decrease of 8% over the 2017 figure. 
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3 Comparative Analysis 
 

3.1 Overview 

 

In order to make a robust assessment of the suitability and functions of the governance 

structures of the Veterinary Council of Ireland, we assessed the governance structures with a 

wide range of comparator organisations. These included veterinary regulatory bodies in other 

jurisdictions, as well as regulatory bodies for other professions in Ireland. This assessment 

process incorporated both extensive desk-based research of each organisation’s annual 

reports, corporate strategies and working papers, and telephone interviews with a key individual 

within each organisation. The findings gathered through the course of this assessment process 

and the potential learnings for the Veterinary Council are presented in the following sub-

sections. 

 
3.2 Board Size 

 

3.2.1 Comparative Professional Regulatory Organisations 

 

A key aspect of the comparator organisations we reviewed was the size of the board for each 

comparator organisation. Representatives from each organisation were questioned regarding 

the size of their board, the size of their executive – staff within the organisation who do not sit 

on the board – and the membership numbers of the profession which they regulate. The 

findings from this benchmarking process are presented in the tables and associated 

paragraphs below. 

 

Organisation 
Size of Board / 

Council 

Size of 

Executive 
Membership 

Ratio of 

Registrants to 

Board  

Veterinary Council of 

Ireland 
19 8 3,850 203 

Dental Council of Ireland 19 10 4,500 237 

Law Society of Ireland 48 200 12,500 260 

College of Veterinarians 

of Ontario 
17 23 4,600 271 

Royal College of 

Veterinary Surgeons (UK) 
33 125 12,500 379 

Pharmaceutical Society of 

Ireland (PSI) 
21 60 8,5211 406 

Veterinary Council of New 

Zealand 
7 9 3,200 457 

                                                      
1  Total number consists of 6,246 registered pharmacists, 1,945 registered pharmacies, and 330 registered 

pharmaceutical assistants. 
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Organisation 
Size of Board / 

Council 

Size of 

Executive 
Membership 

Ratio of 

Registrants to 

Board  

Veterinary Surgeons 

Board of Queensland 2 
6 3  3,200 533 

Engineers Ireland 45 50 25,000 556 

Medical Council 25 70 21,000 840 

Chartered Accountants 

Ireland 
24 175 27,000 1,125 

Table 3.2.1: Comparator Organisations 

 

It should be noted that there are significant differences between these organisations: some 

(such as the VCI) are statutory bodies overseen by Central Government Departments, whilst 

others (including the Law Society of Ireland, Chartered Accountants Ireland and Engineers 

Ireland) were originally established by Royal Charter to undertake a range of educational, 

regulatory and/or representative responsibilities. Some are solely responsible for the regulation 

of professional registrants, whilst others have a broader remit, for example the PSI is 

responsible for the regulation of pharmacies in addition to pharmacists and registered 

pharmaceutical assistants. Some organisations are long established and mature, whereas 

others are at an earlier stage in their development, or have gone through recent significant 

change (e.g. new legislation conferring additional powers). 

 

Whilst there is no hard and fast rule in respect of the optimum size of the Board or Council of 

such organisations, it is noteworthy that the VCI operates with a Council which is 

proportionately much larger than its comparator organisations, in terms of the ratio of registrants 

to the Board. 

 

3.2.2 Comparative Assessment within the Regulatory Sector 

 

As can be observed in the above tables, while the VCI board is not particularly large in absolute 

terms, its board is quite large relative to the numbers of members within the profession it 

regulates. Its ratio of board members to registrants is comfortably the smallest ratio of the 

comparator organisations reviewed. 

 

While larger boards do provide opportunity for the utilisation of a wider range of expertise and 

experience, they can also have a tendency to become unwieldy and inflexible, reducing the 

responsiveness and agility of both the board and the organisation itself. Interestingly, while 

three of our four international comparators regarded the size of the board as being appropriate 

for their organisations and membership bodies, the Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons 

reported that they are actively working to reduce their board numbers down to approximately 25 

in the coming years. The Royal College stated that they have felt the large size of their board 

has become an issue in recent years and have therefore begun the process of evaluating the 

number of elected representatives on the board so as to facilitate a reduction in board numbers. 

This has increasingly been a trend over the past decade in the UK, within the Professional 

                                                      
2  Whilst the Veterinary Surgeons Board (VSB) of Queensland only has three dedicated full-time professionals, it shares a 

number of staff with the Department of Agriculture & Fisheries (not recorded in the VSB staff complement) who also 

work for the VSB. 
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Standards Authority’s role in supporting statutory regulators in considering the appropriateness 

of their board size and governance structures.  

 

During our comparative analysis, several of the Irish regulatory organisations with which we 

engaged indicated their desire to move to a smaller board or council, for the reasons outlined 

above. As with the VCI, some such organisations operate within a legislative framework and 

would require the enactment of new legislation before any such change could be effected. 

 

With these considerations in mind, and given the reported satisfaction of the New Zealand, 

Ontario and Queensland veterinary regulators, reducing the size of its board may be something 

that the Department and the VCI wish to consider. 

 

3.2.3 Comparative Assessment within Other Sectors 

 

From our wide experience in the field of corporate governance within the public, private, and 

not-for-profit sectors, we take the view that whilst the size of a Council, Board or Governing 

Authority (the terminology differs between organisations and sectors) can be a determinant in 

relation to effectiveness, it is not the only factor at play.  

 

Generally, the accepted wisdom is that smaller, more agile boards tend to be more effective – it 

is easier to plan and convene meetings (especially at short notice, if urgent issues arise), more 

people get an opportunity to contribute within the time available, and discussions often have a 

richness of thinking that might not be possible if a larger number of people are competing for 

limited speaking time. In addition, our own observation over many years is that when governing 

bodies are of a size similar to that of the VCI or larger, there may be a tendency for some 

members to attend less regularly, or to attend for part of the meeting, or to attend but not 

contribute to the discussion. 

 

In the academic / business literature on this topic, Lipton and Lorsch (1992)3 and Jensen 

(1993)4 were the first to hypothesise that board size affects governance in a way that is 

independent of other board issues. Following extensive research, they stated that large boards 

can be less effective than small boards. They explained that with larger boards, the board often 

becomes titular and symbolic and does not properly fulfil its monitoring, control, and decision-

making duties. Problems associated with larger boards and governing bodies include: 

 Coordination and communication: problems arise because it is more difficult to 

arrange board meetings and reach consensus, leading to slower and less-efficient 

decision-making; 

 Board cohesiveness may be undermined because board members will be less likely to 

share a common purpose, communicate with each other clearly, and reach a consensus 

that builds on the directors’ different points of view; 

 Director “free-riding” (i.e. not attending or not contributing) may increase because the 

cost to any individual director of not exercising diligence falls in proportion to board size. 

 

By contrast, some of the advantages of having larger governing bodies include: 

                                                      
3  Lipton, M. and Lorsch, J. W. (1992) A modest proposal for improved corporate governance, Business Lawyer, 48, 59- 

77 
4  Michael. C. Jensen, The Modern Industrial Revolution, Exit, and the Failure of Internal Control Systems, The Journal of 

Finance, Vol. 48, 1993 
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 Greater collective information from larger boards may lead to higher performance; 5  

 Monitoring role: larger boards with greater numbers of outside non-executives will 

typically provide a greater collective body of information and experience to help monitor, 

discipline, and remove ineffective management teams, and to ensure that managers 

pursue the interests of shareholders. 6  

 

Although there is no absolute consensus, the general understanding from much of the literature 

is that the problems outweigh the advantages from having more people to draw on. Jensen 

(1993) notes that “when boards get beyond seven or eight people they are less likely to function 

effectively and are easier for the CEO to control”. Lipton and Lorsch argue that a board size of 

eight or nine directors is optimal. 

 

Whilst there is no direct correlation between the size of the board or governing authority and its 

effectiveness, it can, however, be a contributory factor: in our review of the governance of the 

Nursing and Midwifery Board of Ireland (NMBI), for instance7, we reported that “At 23 members, 

the Board of NMBI is unwieldy” – but this was only one of a number of complex factors 

impacting upon the effectiveness of that organisation’s governance processes.  

 

From the literature and from our own experience in corporate governance, we would suggest 

that other factors, aside from the size of the governing body, which can impact on the 

effectiveness of governance processes include (but may not be confined to) the following: 

 The channelling of business through sub-committees, which may include both members 

of the Board and co-opted external members with specific expertise, to ensure that 

matters of detail get considered and discussed in depth and that an informed view can be 

presented to the board for final decision; 

 Effective and professional servicing of the governing body and its sub-committees, to 

ensure that information is presented clearly and in a timely manner to permit adequate 

consideration and discussion; 

 Effective chairing of meetings, adhering to the agenda, facilitating an active discussion 

which permits various (likely competing) arguments to be made, with a view to reaching 

informed decisions and identifying forward actions arising; 

 Board dynamics – having a cohesive approach to governance, including the avoidance of 

factions / interest groups on the board, and the adoption of team-working approaches 

(i.e. working towards the common good of the organisation, rather than representing 

factional interests). Sonnenfeld8 comments that “What distinguishes exemplary boards is 

that they are robust, effective social systems” – involving respect, trust, candour and a 

good chemistry between members; 

 Transparency and openness in the way governance works, leading to greater 

accountability; 

 Balanced, diverse and inclusive membership – ensuring that a broad range of 

perspectives and backgrounds is represented on the governing body, combining both 

internal and external members. 

                                                      
5  Dalton, D., Daily, C., Johnson, J. and Ellstrand, A. (1999) Number of directors and financial performance: A meta-

analysis, Academy of Management Journal, 42, 674-686 
6  Raheja, C. G. (2005) Determinants of board size and composition: A theory of corporate boards, Journal of Financial 

and Quantitative Analysis, 40, 283-306 
7  Crowe Horwath, Final Report to the Nursing and Midwifery Board of Ireland: Organisation Review, 17 November 2015 

(https://www.nmbi.ie/NMBI/media/NMBI/Crowe-Horwath-Final-Report-as-issued-to-NMBI-2015_1.pdf)  
8  Jeffrey A Sonnenfeld, op. cit. 

https://www.nmbi.ie/NMBI/media/NMBI/Crowe-Horwath-Final-Report-as-issued-to-NMBI-2015_1.pdf
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3.3 Board Composition 

 

3.3.1 Comparative Professional Regulatory Organisations 

 

In addition to questioning the comparator organisation regarding the size of their boards, we 

also assessed the composition of their boards – i.e., the percentage of board members elected 

to represent the profession, as opposed to nominated by the relevant Minister or otherwise 

appointed (e.g. where the governing legislation provides for one or more individuals to be 

nominated by defined stakeholder organisations). This analysis was solely confined to 

regulatory organisations overseen by a Government Department; those regulatory bodies which 

were originally established by Royal Charter typically have complex arrangements in place 

regarding the make-up of their respective Councils or Boards which are less easily comparable 

with the VCI. 

 

Organisation 
Size of Board / 

Council 

No. of Elected 

Members 

Percentage of Board 

Elected by Profession 

Medical Council 25 6 24% 

Veterinary Surgeons 

Board of Queensland 
6 2 33% 

Dental Council of Ireland 19 7 37% 

Pharmaceutical Society of 

Ireland (PSI) 
21 9 43% 

Veterinary Council of New 

Zealand 
7 3 43% 

Veterinary Council of 

Ireland 
19 10 53% 

Royal College of 

Veterinary Surgeons (UK) 
33 18 55% 

College of Veterinarians 

of Ontario 
17 12 71% 

Table 3.3.1: VCI and Comparator Organisations 

 

3.3.2 Observations from Comparative Assessment 

 

It is clear from the above information that, in addition to having a large board relative to the size 

of the profession’s membership, the VCI also has a relatively large proportion of elected 

representatives on its Council: of the seven comparator organisations assessed (excluding 

those established by Royal Charter), five have fewer than 50% of their members elected by the 

profession, including three where the elected members constitute approximately a quarter or a 

third of the total membership at most. The Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons (RCVS) in the 

UK is broadly similar to the VCI, whilst the veterinary regulator in Ontario is an outlier, with 

around three quarters of its board membership made up of elected members.  
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While there are advantages to having elected members on a board due to their ‘on-the-ground’ 

experience, such individuals may also be potentially compromised due to their ongoing 

involvement in the profession and their professional contact and relationships with fellow 

registrants. For members of a regulatory board who are also registered practitioners, it is 

understandably challenging to separate their responsibilities as regulators from the myriad of 

day-to-day contacts, business dealings, professional relationships and personal interaction with 

those they regulate. 

 

A number of the comparator organisations with which we engaged recounted how they had 

reduced the number of elected representatives on their boards in recent years. The RCVS is 

currently implementing changes in its Council composition, involving a reduction in the 

percentage of elected members from 63% to 54% by 2021, and a general reduction in the 

overall size of the Council to 24 members (13 of whom will be elected) by the end of the 

implementation period. It is worth noting the comments made by Lord Gardiner of Kimble, UK 

Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Rural Affairs, when introducing the legislation to 

implement these changes: “The proposed changes… reduce the size of Council and revise the 

balance of membership between vets and non-vets, including veterinary nurses and lay 

persons. They will bring the RCVS in-line with many other modern-day regulatory bodies and 

allow for greater efficiency, transparency and accountability to both members and the general 

public.”  9 

 
3.4 Board/Executive Responsibilities 

 

A third aspect of our benchmark analysis was questioning the comparators’ views as to how 

well the relationship between board and executive functioned in each organisation. These 

questions also touched upon the legislation under which each organisation was governed, and 

how appropriate it is in their view. 

 

In the main, the international comparators with whom we engaged were generally quite positive 

regarding the division of responsibilities and duties between board and executive, with board 

members well-informed regarding the parameters of their role and understanding of the need to 

preserve operational independence from the board. Interestingly, the organisation with the 

largest proportion of elected members on the board – the College of Veterinarians of Ontario – 

stated that there could be occasional challenges in board members involving themselves in 

operational issues, while the Veterinary Council of New Zealand recounted how such 

challenges had improved since its reduction of the number of elected representatives on the 

board. 

 

The Irish regulatory bodies with whom we engaged were all relatively satisfied with the division 

of responsibilities between board and executive. In many instances, significant work has been 

put in to the development of new procedures, structures and decision-making arrangements 

designed to maximise accountability and transparency, including the development of committee 

structures to facilitate the handling of complex issues, new projects or areas of activity involving 

heavy workload. In the case of board members becoming involved in executive functions, a 

number of comparators stated that they felt these instances tended to arise due to ambiguities 

within the legislation governing the organisation.  

 

                                                      
9  RCVS website article, May 2018: RCVS Council reforms approved by Parliament. https://www.rcvs.org.uk/news-and-

views/news/rcvs-council-reforms-approved-by-parliament/  

https://www.rcvs.org.uk/news-and-views/news/rcvs-council-reforms-approved-by-parliament/
https://www.rcvs.org.uk/news-and-views/news/rcvs-council-reforms-approved-by-parliament/
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Regarding legislation, frustration with the governing legislation was a common theme across all 

comparator organisations. Several reported that their governing legislation had not been 

updated to reflect the changes which had occurred in their profession over the past two or three 

decades, with this frustration expressed by Irish regulatory bodies as well as veterinary 

regulators in other jurisdictions. In contrast, the Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons and the 

Veterinary Council of New Zealand have had their respective governing legislation revised and 

updated in the past decade, and reported how this had positively impacted upon the capability 

of their respective boards, as well as clarifying the extent of their responsibilities and duties as a 

board.  

 
3.5 Handling Fitness to Practise Matters 

 

The overall approach taken by the VCI to dealing with complaints and fitness to practise matters 

is broadly in line with that of other regulators, in that there is a two-stage approach with the 

Preliminary Investigation Committee carrying out initial inquiries, and the Fitness to Practise 

Committee undertaking more detailed inquiries and imposing sanctions, where appropriate. 

However, within the VCI, the membership of both committees is made up entirely from the 

Council, with no external members appointed to these committees, except for a legal chair of 

the Fitness to Practise Committee. This contrasts sharply with the arrangements within other 

regulators: 

 The Nursing and Midwifery Board of Ireland has two committees: 10 

 The Preliminary Proceedings Committee, a 10-person screening committee which 

undertakes initial consideration of complaints, and whose work is independent of the 

Board. Members of the committee include nurses, midwives and individuals who are 

not and never have been nurses or midwives in Ireland or any other country. 

Committee members include Board members and non-Board members.  

 The Fitness to Practise Committee, which includes Board members and non-

Board members. Usually, five members of the FTPC hear each case: one nurse, 

one midwife and three lay members. At least two members of the FTPC will be 

Board members. 

 

 The Medical Council also has two committees: 11 

 The Preliminary Proceedings Committee is composed of 18 members, nine of 

whom are members of the Council (seven medics and two non-medics), with the 

other nine being non-members of Council (five medics, three non-medics and one 

psychologist).  

 The Fitness to Practise Committee, which sits in panels of three members. In 

each panel, at least one member must be a Council member. The panel must be 

composed of one medical practitioner, two persons who are not medical 

practitioners and the Chairperson of the panel shall be a member of the Medical 

Council. 

 

Similar arrangements operate in various other regulatory bodies in Ireland and internationally. 

 

                                                      
10  https://www.nmbi.ie/NMBI/media/NMBI/A-Guide-to-FTP-NMBI-2017.pdf?ext=.pdf 
11  https://www.medicalcouncil.ie/Public-Information/Making-a-Complaint-/FTPC-Procedures-Feb-2012.pdf 

https://www.nmbi.ie/NMBI/media/NMBI/A-Guide-to-FTP-NMBI-2017.pdf?ext=.pdf
https://www.medicalcouncil.ie/Public-Information/Making-a-Complaint-/FTPC-Procedures-Feb-2012.pdf
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3.6 Possible Implications / Learning Messages for the VCI 
 

Whilst every organisation is different and has specific governance and structural needs which 

reflect the scope and nature of its regulatory and other responsibilities, a number of common 

themes emerge from our comparative analysis which provide important learning messages for 

the VCI: 

 The size of the VCI Council is comparatively larger than all of its counterparts within our 

assessment, pro rata to the membership / number of registrants; 

 At 19 members, the size of the VCI Council is greater than contemporary best practice 

would suggest (i.e. eight or nine members at most); 

 With more than half of its members elected from within the professions, the VCI Council 

is out of step with most of the other regulatory organisations we examined; 

 In relation to the composition of its Preliminary Investigation Committee and its Fitness to 

Practise Committee, legislative change will be required to bring the VCI into line with 

current regulatory best practice, which would involve significant external membership and 

involvement of lay persons. 

 

We would stress that there are no right and wrong answers in relation to the size and 

composition of regulatory boards: what works for one may be a failure for another. Instead, the 

important features arising from this comparative analysis are the significant and growing 

recognition within the regulatory sector of the need for boards, Councils and governing 

authorities to be agile, to be accountable, to act independently, and to be able to demonstrate a 

diversity of skills and experiences within their membership to enable them to discharge their 

regulatory responsibilities with maximum effectiveness. 

 

These are important messages for the VCI and its overseeing Department to which we will 

return later in this report. 
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4 The Work of the Council  
 

4.1 Engagement with VCI Council Members 

 

4.1.1 Council Members Survey 

 

In order to understand the experience and opinions of current members of the Council, we ran 

an online survey which was circulated to all VCI Council members. 11 of the current 

membership of 18 completed the survey, and Appendix A shows the questions which were 

opposed in the format within which they appeared. 

 

Ultimately, the purpose of the survey was to provide a self-assessment of the effectiveness of 

current governance arrangements pertaining to the work of the Council. In the table below, we 

show the average scores achieved in respect of the questions posed, grouped by theme. 

Scores are given on the basis of 0 to 10, with 10 representing the highest score which the 

respondent could give. In the following paragraphs, we provide a short commentary in respect 

of the scores awarded and the issues included within each theme. 

 

 

Table 4.1: Results from VCI Council Survey 

 
4.1.2 Survey Scoring by Theme 

 

The average scores awarded for each theme were as follows: 

 The first theme was the role of the VCI Council / Board, which our key purpose was to 

understand the extent to which the role of the Council was clear and understood by its 

members, and whether the overall governance structures and arrangements of the 

organisation are sufficiently clear and effective in the view of Council members. This 

achieved an average score of 6.7 across the 12 questions within this theme, suggesting 

that respondents believe that arrangements could be improved. 
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 The next question was whether the VCI has a robust written oversight agreement with 

the Minister and the Department. The majority view was that this was not the case. 

 We then asked about board effectiveness, with seven questions dealing with such 

matters as whether Council members have the time, skills and knowledge to enable them 

to discharge their responsibilities effectively; the servicing of Council business (agendas, 

minutes, papers, induction, etc.); a culture of openness; and whether the Council’s focus 

is on strategic rather than operational matters. The average score was 6.4, again 

indicating that improvements are necessary. 

 We asked about codes of conduct and conflict of interests, specifically with regard to 

the clarity of such codes and the adequacy of procedures for dealing with these matters. 

An average score of 6.7 was achieved. 

 We posed two questions about business and financial reporting, and these achieved 

the highest score of 8.5, indicating that financial reporting is accurate and timely. 

 In relation to risk management, internal controls, audit and risk, we posed three 

questions regarding the effectiveness of current arrangements within the VCI. A relatively 

low score of 5.8 was recorded, suggesting that Council Members feel that this area 

needs to be strengthened. 

 Two questions were posed under the theme of performance evaluation, whereby we 

asked about the Council’s self-assessment evaluation of its own performance and 

whether the issues arising from these evaluations are followed up. A score of 5.4 was 

recorded, suggesting that much work is required in this area. 

 The final theme was in relation to the Council’s relationship with management, with 

one question posed regarding the appropriateness of delegation authorities for 

management and the regular review of these arrangements. This achieved the second 

lowest score in the survey at 4.7, indicating that this area needs significant attention. 

 

4.1.3 Additional Commentary by Respondents 

 

In addition to the scores awarded by respondents to each of the questions posed within the 

survey, the opportunity was also provided for Council members to note comments within free 

text boxes in the online survey tool. Key issues arising included the following: 

 Many respondents made the comment that “things are improving”, particularly in the last 

six months; 

 Some of those who awarded low scores to the questions referred to historical situations 

within the VCI, i.e. suggesting that matters are experiencing improvement; 

 There was a general consensus that relationships needed to improve between the 

Council and the executive team, and also between the Council and the Department; 

 The need for better induction, training, and development of VCI Council members was 

referred to by a number of respondents; 

 It was generally felt that there could be improved delegation by the Council to both the 

executive and the committees of the Council. 

 
4.2 Crowe’s Review of VCI Council Documentation 

 

In parallel with the survey, we also undertook an independent assessment of documentation 

from the VCI Council over the last two years, in order to obtain a flavour of the issues dealt with 

at Council and the manner in which the Council has gone about its business, including its 
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servicing by the executive. Overall, we found various aspects for improvement in this area, 

including the following: 

 Board systems (papers, minutes, information etc.) have hitherto not been consistent or 

standardised; 

 There is scope for improved use of technology and communications systems within the 

VCI, particularly with regard to the functioning of the Council; 

 The Council appears to spend large amounts of time revisiting prior decisions and 

discussing operational minutiae; 

 The Council is less focused on strategic issues than it should be, and becomes overly 

involved in operational matters which should be appropriately delegated to the executive. 

Overall, there is a blurring of the lines between corporate governance (Council) and 

operational management (executive); 

 Professional advice must be sought through the executive, with appropriate protocols in 

place, in line with the Veterinary Practice Act and with good governance practice. 

 

We will return to these themes in Section 5 of this report, as part of our overall assessment of 

the issues affecting the VCI, in line with our terms of reference. 
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5 Findings and Recommendations 
 

5.1 Addressing the Terms of Reference 

 

The broad challenge within the terms of reference for this assignment was to assess the 

appropriateness and effectiveness of current governance arrangements within the VCI, taking 

into account current legislation and compliance with the 2016 Revised Code of Practice for the 

Governance of State Bodies. In addressing these terms of reference, we took into account 

contemporary best practice within a range of other regulatory organisations in Ireland and 

internationally, as well as considering the feedback received from a range of stakeholders 

including Council Members, executive staff, Departmental officials, and external parties. Our 

detailed consideration of documentary evidence presented to us in respect of VCI governance 

arrangements has also helped us to reach informed conclusions and to frame appropriate 

recommendations, which are set out in the following paragraphs. 

 
5.2 Corporate Governance: VCI Council  
 

5.2.1 Compliance with Revised Code of Practice for Governance of State Bodies 

 

In 2016, DPER published the Revised Code of Practice for the Governance of State Bodies, 

which sets out in considerable detail the standards expected of public bodies in relation to all 

aspects of governance. The Institute of Public Administration has defined the Code of Practice 

as having four central pillars: 12 

 Values – Good governance supports a culture of behaviour with integrity and ethical 

values; 

 Purpose – Each body should be clear about its mandate with clearly defined roles and 

responsibilities; 

 Performance – Defined priorities and outcomes to achieve efficient use of resources 

resulting in the delivery of effective public services; 

 Developing Capacity – Appropriate balance of skills and knowledge within the 

organisation, to be updated as required. 

 

In assessing governance arrangements at the VCI, we have focused centrally on the extent to 

which the VCI currently complies with the Code of Practice and the four pillars referred to 

above. Taking into account the findings arising from our assessment of comparative 

organisations (Section 3 above) and our engagement with stakeholders including Council 

members (Section 4 above), we would summarise our assessment of the extent to which the 

VCI is compliant with the Code of Practice as follows: 

 Values – although the VCI Annual Report contains a statement to the effect that the 

organisation is compliant with the 2016 Code of Practice, the evidence of our survey of 

VCI Council members and our review of current practice would suggest that many of the 

fundamental components of good governance within the VCI are weak and that 

significant work is required to strengthen them; 

 Purpose – there is a significant lack of clarity within the Council regarding roles and 

responsibilities and the division between corporate governance and executive 

management roles; 

                                                      
12  http://governance.ie/reference/codesandguidelines/statebodies/ 

http://governance.ie/reference/codesandguidelines/statebodies/
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 Performance – major improvement is required to manage, monitor and report on the 

performance of the VCI in an effective manner; 

 Developing Capacity – overall, the VCI needs to be significantly strengthened at all 

levels in order to discharge its responsibilities – both at Council level and within the 

executive management team. 

 

5.2.2 Composition of the VCI Council  

 

As reported in Section 3, the size and composition of the Council are out of line with 

contemporary effective practice within the regulatory sector, and within organisations generally. 

We believe that the core problems in this area include: 

 The size of the Council: at 19 members, the size of the Council is unwieldy and limits its 

effectiveness. As the VCI is now embarking on a period of strategic change (as set out in 

its new Corporate Strategy), there is a critical need for its central decision-making body to 

be agile and business-like. A reduction in the size of the Council to perhaps nine or 10 

members would be a positive step in this regard. This might be considered as a single 

change, or as something to be achieved in a phased manner over several years, e.g. as 

existing members finish their terms of office. (Some other organisations, such as the 

RCVS, have undertaken a two-phase reduction in their Council size.) 

 The composition of the Council: with 53% of Council members elected from within the 

veterinary profession, the VCI is out of line with most of its regulatory counterparts. Whilst 

it is essential that the Council includes some practising vets and veterinary nurses, a 

more diverse membership would enable the VCI to take more informed decisions 

including a variety of professional experience and opinions from others with 

complementary backgrounds and skill sets, including people such as accountants, 

lawyers, HR professionals, policymakers, academics and advocates (e.g. in the field of 

animal welfare). Public confidence would also be improved if there was a greater number 

of external members on the Council. 

 The number of committees: the VCI currently has eight committees, the members of 

which are drawn from the Council in the vast majority of cases. Our view is that having 

eight committees is cumbersome and unwieldy, and the responsibilities of some of these 

committees would appear to relate more to executive functions than to the corporate 

governance duties of the Council. Maintaining eight committees is also very 

administratively burdensome for the VCI.  

Furthermore, we consider that the eight committees are not used to best effect to channel 

and support Council business – in other words, they increase the volume of 

administration rather than reducing and filtering it through a more streamlined approach. 

In other regulatory bodies, committees are often used as an effective means of taking 

matters of detail off-line and considering them in a more focused setting, with delegated 

authority from the main Council or Board – the committee will then report back its findings 

and recommendations to the Council, thus providing a more efficient means of reaching 

decisions. This is not happening within the VCI. 

By contrast, it is worth noting that the Pharmacy Regulator, the PSI, has recently 

streamlined its committee structure and now operates just four committees: 

 Audit and Risk Committee; 

 Performance and Resources Committee; 

 Regulatory and Professional Policy Committee; and 

https://www.thepsi.ie/tns/about-psi/council/committees/audit-and-risk-committee.aspx
https://thepsi.ie/tns/about-psi/council/committees/PerformanceandResourcesCommittee.aspx
https://thepsi.ie/tns/about-psi/council/committees/RegulatoryandProfessionalPolicyCommittee.aspx
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 Special Purposes Committee (an ad hoc committee of office-holders whose role is to 

provide advice to the President of the PSI Council on matters within the President’s 

remit that may arise between scheduled meetings of the Council). 

A similar approach would be worthy of serious consideration by the VCI. 

 Chairperson of the Audit and Risk Committee: we assume that the VCI will continue 

with a committee dealing exclusively with audit and risk (in line with the Code of 

Practice), and that the responsibilities of this committee are decoupled from finance 

(which is more to do with the Council’s oversight of VCI finances), we recommend that 

the Audit and Risk Committee be chaired by an external, independent professional 

person, such as an accountant or lawyer. This would conform with good practice in other 

public sector organisations and be a departure from the current convention of the Deputy 

President of the Council serving as the chair of the Audit and Risk Committee. 

 Legislative fitness for purpose: the current size and composition of the Council is 

stipulated within the Veterinary Practice Act 2005. Any change to the size and 

composition of the Council will need to be provided for within new legislation to be 

presented to the Oireachtas. 

The same is true of three statutory committees of the Council, with their functions, and 

elements of their membership, being specified in primary legislation.  

 
5.3 Supporting the Council: the VCI Executive  

 

Our core concern is that the VCI Executive lacks the capacity, breadth of expertise and support 

resources to be able to discharge its responsibilities effectively. This includes the following 

considerations: 

 The size and capacity of the VCI Executive: at present, the executive staffing of the 

organisation is predominantly administrative, and is structured largely as a secretariat 

rather than an executive management unit. With nine positions within the VCI Executive, 

the organisation is comparatively smaller than many of its regulatory counterparts and 

lacks the capacity to develop its functions in line with the new Corporate Strategy. A 

larger Executive with a more broadly-based professional skill set is necessary if the 

organisation is to progress. 

 Division of responsibilities: significant improvement is required within the VCI to 

ensure that the Council is focused on its corporate governance responsibilities, its 

regulatory remit, and the strategic planning and oversight of its statutory functions, with 

the Executive empowered to manage the operational and day-to-day business of the 

organisation. Clear dividing lines need to be in place and understood by all parties. In 

practice, this will place additional responsibilities upon the VCI Executive, requiring 

additional skill sets which are not currently in position, which in turn will lead to more 

effective servicing of the Council and its committees. 

 Investment in technology: if the VCI is to become a high performing regulatory 

organisation, significant improvement in its internal business processes and supporting 

technology infrastructure will be required. This investment has been lacking in recent 

years and some existing systems are at or past the end of their life cycles. 

 Corporate Strategy: the development of a new Corporate Strategy covering the period 

2019 to 2023 is to be welcomed, and the new plan will provide the VCI with clear 

direction for achieving its future vision and for taking forward a series of new initiatives, 

including: 

 Leading animal health and welfare in line with one health, one welfare initiatives; 

https://www.thepsi.ie/tns/about-psi/council/committees/Special-Purposes-Committee.aspx
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 Maintaining confidence of the public and veterinary professions in VCI processes; 

 Enabling good professional practice and professionalism through education; 

 Supporting the health and wellbeing of registrants; 

 Supporting and developing the role of the Veterinary Nurse; 

 Enhancing, Influencing and Informing policy through insightful research and 

meaningful engagement. 

Taking forward these initiatives, and strengthening existing regulatory activity and 

supporting administrative functions, will require additional resources within the VCI 

Executive. 

 
5.4 Governance Processes  

 

Within the VCI, the processes of governance require significant strengthening. Our review has 

found that: 

 There is a clear need for a consistent and reliable approach to decision-making, record-

keeping, and advice-seeking (through the Executive); 

 There is a blurring of the division between corporate governance and executive 

responsibilities, with evidence that the Council has frequently engaged in matters of detail 

or operational business which in other regulatory organisations would be handled by the 

executive; 

 As evidenced by the survey we conducted, some Council members have stated that they 

feel that their roles and responsibilities are unclear; 

 Effectiveness reviews of the Council have been carried out, but not on a routine basis – 

as would typically be the case within other regulatory organisations; 

 There is a significant need for greater standardisation of the processes surrounding 

Council and committee meetings, including agendas, minutes, papers and other 

materials, both in terms of circulation to members and publication for the purposes of 

transparency; 

 Similarly, the obligation exists upon all Council members to operate in line with 

standardised processes and Council / Committee business arrangements, including 

tabling papers and submitting agenda items in advance of meetings; 

 On a more positive note, the relationship between the VCI and the Department appears 

to have improved substantially over the course of 2019, and it is important that this 

constructive relationship is sustained, within the context of the VCI’s independence as a 

regulator. 

 
5.5 Recommendations  

 

Based upon the findings set out above, we make the following recommendations (in no specific 

order of priority): 

a) The Department and the VCI should give serious consideration to the reconstitution of 

the Council, with a view to reducing its membership to perhaps nine or 10 members, thus 

bringing it into line with contemporary best practice. Legislative change would be required 

to facilitate a reconstitution of the Council. 

b) As part of the reconstitution of the Council, the percentage of members elected from the 

veterinary professions should reduce so that external members (i.e. those who are not 
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vets or veterinary nurses) make up the majority of the membership – for example, in a 

nine-person Council, three might be vets and one might be a veterinary nurse, elected 

from within their respective professional groups. Other members of the Council should 

offer a diversity of experience in areas such as accountancy, law, HR management, 

public affairs/policy-making, or animal welfare advocacy. A skills gap audit should be 

undertaken in order to assist in the reconstitution of the Council. 

c) Clear guidelines should be developed in respect of the roles and responsibilities of 

Council members, and the separation of duties between the Council and the Executive. 

This should include a training programme for all Council members, all executive staff, and 

any persons co-opted onto VCI committees. Annual refresher training in good 

governance should be provided to all parties, and induction processes and material 

developed for those joining the organisation, whether as Council members or as staff. 

d) The Department and the VCI should also consider the appropriateness of remunerating 

Council members for the work they do – at present, members are not paid for their time 

but are reimbursed for travel from home to the VCI premises for attendance at meetings, 

and for approved international travel to conferences and other meetings. A growing 

tendency within other regulatory organisations is for members to be paid either an annual 

stipend or a fee per meeting – for example, the Pharmacy Regulator paid a maximum of 

€7,695 to its Council members who attended all seven Council meetings in 2018, and it 

also paid the sum of €11,970 to its President (plus expenses in all cases). Payment to 

Council members would, in our view, be an effective way of recognising the considerable 

time which they contribute both at VCI meetings and in reading documentation and 

preparing for Council and committee meetings. 

A fundamental reorganisation of the way in which the VCI makes decisions should be 

undertaken, with particular focus on the reorganisation of committees. We believe that 

maintaining eight committees is unnecessarily burdensome for the organisation and that 

a more streamlined arrangement should be introduced, with perhaps four committees at 

most, and with effective arrangements developed for the channelling of appropriate 

business through the committee structure, thus minimising the amount of time required at 

full Council for matters which can be more appropriately dealt with through the 

committees. Legislative change would be required to facilitate a reconstitution of the 

Council and its committees. 

e) As part of the reorganisation of the committees, detailed terms of reference should be 

assembled for each of the new committees, and their membership should be defined. 

This should include both committee members who are members of the Council, and 

(where appropriate and necessary) external persons co-opted onto a committee where 

particular expertise or knowledge cannot be sourced from within the Council.  

The Fitness to Practise and Preliminary Investigations Committees should be appointed 

from panels of external members without reference to the Council, in order to ensure the 

clear independence of those statutory committees. In line with contemporary good 

practice in other regulatory bodies, the Fitness to Practise Committee should be reduced 

in membership from five to three (one non-registrant, one registrant and a qualified legal 

professional as Chairperson). Legislative change would be required to facilitate these 

arrangements. 

As part of the review of memberships of committees, the appointment of an independent 

chairperson of the Audit and Risk Committee should be enshrined in its terms of 

reference. 

f) A comprehensive overhaul and strengthening of the VCI Executive is required. The 

current staff complement lacks the capacity and professional experience to run the 
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organisation in an effective way, particularly in the light of the vision and future objectives 

of the VCI as set out in its new Corporate Strategy. A more appropriate structure might 

include the following division of functions, with new senior staff posts created to provide 

an enhanced level of professional support to the Council and its committees, with the 

main beneficiaries ultimately being veterinary practitioners, veterinary nurses and the 

general public. 

 

We would stress that this is not intended to represent a definitive staff structure, nor have 

we attempted to define roles, grades or the number of staff required in total. These are 

matters which would need to be looked at in considerable detail as part of a workforce 

review. It is also important to note that in making this recommendation, we are implying 

no criticism of staff currently employed within the VCI in terms of their performance or 

their commitment – our key point is that the organisation lacks some core skills and could 

benefit substantially from increasing the staff complement to bring in additional personnel 

with professional regulatory experience. 

We therefore recommend that a detailed workforce review is undertaken, in line with the 

implementation of the Corporate Strategy and the strengthening of governance 

arrangements as outlined in this report. 

g) Alongside the workforce review, the VCI should undertake a review of all of its internal 

business processes and supporting technology infrastructure, with a view to process 

improvements and investment in new technology. We would expect that this review 

would result in: 

 a series of new or redefined business processes (e.g. using Lean or Six Sigma 

methodologies); 

 one or more business cases where technology investment is required. 

h) The VCI should standardise the processes surrounding Council and committee meetings, 

including agendas, minutes, papers and other materials, both in terms of circulation to 

members and publication for the purposes of transparency. Clear rules should also be 

agreed in terms of items being tabled for Council and Committee meetings in advance, 

and relevant papers circulated within agreed advance time limits. 

i) A set of new policies and standards should be developed in respect of the engagement 

of professional advisors for such purposes (emphasising that such advice should be 

sought through the Executive as opposed to directly by the Council, or individual Council 

members), and the related approval processes. 
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j) The Corporate Strategy should be renewed every three years, with an annual 

Performance Report and an annual Business Plan produced in line with the budgetary 

and performance reporting cycles. 

k) A detailed assessment should be made of the extent to which the current governance 

arrangements within the VCI comply with the Code of Practice, at a level of detail beyond 

the content of this report (i.e. a point-by-point compliance review, with a series of 

remediation actions where current practice deviates from the Code.) 

l) An external evaluation of the effectiveness of VCI governance arrangements should be 

undertaken annually for the next five years (i.e. recognising that the recommendations 

within this report will take time to be implemented and to bed in), and thereafter every two 

years. This evaluation should include both the VCI Council and its committees, along with 

the division of responsibilities between the Council and the Executive. 

m) The VCI should undertake a comprehensive policy development programme, to address 

all aspects of the functioning of the organisation, including (but not necessarily limited to) 

the following: 

 Registration  Education and Standards 

 Continuing veterinary education (CVE)  Premises  

 Legal and regulatory compliance  Finance, audit and risk 

 Public affairs/external communications  Corporate and HR matters 

 Fitness to Practice  Other matters as necessary 

n) The VCI should conduct an in-depth review of its future funding model, with a view to 

determining what changes may be necessary, either in terms of increasing current fees to 

registrants, or introducing/increasing charges for services provided, or some mix of these 

approaches. 

o) The VCI, at both Council and Executive levels, should continue to strengthen the current 

relationship with the Department and the Minister. 
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6 Implementation / Next Steps 
 

This report has set out a series of recommendations which, if implemented, would provide very 

significant improvement and strengthening to the governance arrangements within the VCI. 

 

We see this process as fundamental, for a number of reasons. Firstly, some of the changes 

recommended will require the enactment of primary legislation, which will take time in terms of 

legislative drafting, passage through the Oireachtas, enactment and implementation. Secondly, 

there is significant work to be done with regard to new policies, procedures, documentation, 

training and a range of practical measures which will be required to bring the recommendations 

in this report to life. Thirdly, the Executive of the VCI will need to be strengthened and a new 

staff structure put in place to enable these recommendations to be implemented. Whilst all of 

these matters are interlinked, early progress can be made and a phased approach to the 

implementation of recommendations set out in this report can be adopted, over a period of 

perhaps two or three years. 

 

Investment will be required to address the reforms required, and the VCI and the Department 

will need to consider how best this investment may be financed. For some aspects – e.g. the 

introduction of new technology – serious consideration should be given to the scope for the VCI 

to develop a shared services arrangement with another regulatory organisation, potentially 

covering just IT systems but also certain support functions which are currently lacking within the 

VCI, or which could be provided more cost effectively on a shared model with another regulator.  

 

The first step in this process of change will be for the Department of Agriculture, Food and 

Marine and the Veterinary Council of Ireland to consider this report, and to adopt its 

recommendations. Following this, a detailed implementation plan will need to be developed 

setting out the actions to be undertaken over the next three years across each of the approved 

recommendations, and the specific tasks, timelines and resources required to ensure 

successful delivery of the plan. 
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Appendix A – VCI Council Member Survey 
 

In order to probe the views of members of the VCI Council, we used an online survey tool and posed 

the questions displayed in the survey screenshots below. Council members also had the opportunity to 

note down additional observations and comments in free format text boxes within the online survey. 
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