
Second meeting of Dialogue Forum with Voluntary Organisations 

Friday 24 January 2020, 11:00 – 13:00, Room 7.04, Miesian Plaza 

Note of Meeting 

  

Attendees - see attached list of attendees  

1. Welcome  

Welcoming everyone, the Chair briefly remarked on the first meeting of the Dialogue Forum. The 

tone was very positive with members sending a strong message that they want to work together to 

improve and strengthen the relationship; develop a shared understanding of the problems and 

adopt a problem-solving approach. The Chair is keen to ensure that the Forum provides solutions 

and processes to address issues. He stressed the importance of extending discussions beyond the 

Forum itself and that all members must find ways to ensure those they represent are aware of 

what’s happening and are involved. 

There followed some brief remarks and some of the points made included the following:  

 A number of organisations outlined their engagement processes with those they represent 

and expressed commitment to involving members at all stages in the process. 

 There was a commitment to circulate notes of meetings and documentation to members. 

The DoH advised that a webpage had been created where all material will be published. 

(https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/fda1d7-dialogue-forum-with-voluntary-organisations/ 

 It was agreed that a workshop would be held in March to enable broader engagement 

across the sector – both voluntary and statutory. The NESC paper will be used as the basis 

for discussion at the workshop.  

In relation to the agenda for the meeting, the Chair recognised that members are keen to discuss the 

Forum’s work programme and would have liked to see more time dedicated to it. However, from his 

experience, it is important to pause to consider the context first. Understanding both the context 

and also members’ concerns and motivations for being at the Forum will facilitate work programme 

discussions.  

2. Setting out the context – Presentation by Damian Thomas, National Economic and Social 

Council (NESC) 

A draft discussion paper entitled ‘Building a Collaborative Relationship between the State and 

Voluntary Organisations’ was circulated to members in advance of the meeting. Damian Thomas 

presented an overview of the paper – see slides attached. Key points included: 

 NESC’s paper sets out the context for building a more sustainable and collaborative 

relationship between the State and voluntary sector. 

https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/fda1d7-dialogue-forum-with-voluntary-organisations/


 There are significant challenges facing the system including the challenge of shifting care to 

the community; implementation of Sláintecare; demographic pressures; staff retention and 

financial challenges including rising expenditure and a public demand for better services.  

 Simply agreeing principles doesn’t do the heavy lifting – agreeing principles is part of a 

dynamic cycle of activity. There is no perfect blueprint and principles such as mutual respect 

and trust only mean something when fostered through action. Principles are intermeshed 

with practice and must be lived not laminated.  

 It is important to build a better relationship but this only has value if it results in the 

generation of better quality people-centred services and the focus must be on outcomes.  

 The issue for the health sector (like most sectors) is to get the balance right between 

accountability and autonomy, and Ireland is not unique in this regard. There is an 

understandable tension between the HSE as the statutory body responsible for oversight, 

governance, risk and control of funds and service providers who are seeking autonomy to 

deliver tailored and customised responses.  

 Accountable autonomy can be a useful approach as it aims not to eliminate discretion but to 

make such action more accountable.  

 NESC’s Triple Loop Learning is another useful approach with its focus on monitoring 

achievements, adjusting to improve outcomes, practical learning and revising systems and 

strategy to take account of learning.   

The Chair thanked Damian and NESC for producing the paper. There followed a discussion during 

which some of the following themes emerged: 

 The performance management model across all of Government is focused on inputs and 

outputs and this has tended to dictate the nature of the relationship. There is a consensus 

that we need to shift the focus to outcomes. Important to remember that the HSE is subject 

to many of the same demands from the Department of Health that it makes of the 

organisations it funds.  

 Bigger is not always better when it comes to organisations however we do also need to 

consider what State supports are in place to facilitate discussions between organisations 

wishing to consolidate/merge.  

 It is important to recognise the role of institutional culture in shaping relationships and how 

culture can undermine attempts at transformative reform. At the same time, consideration 

of legacy issues shouldn’t overly dominate the discussion. 

 It is important to consider, at a macro level, the full suite of State Departments and agencies 

(including the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform, Department of Health and 

HSE) involved in the health system, how they interact with each other and the impact that 

this has on the voluntary sector. The question was raised whether other bodies such as DPER 

should be members of the Forum. 

 The focus of the Forum’s work must be orientated around how to make the system work 

better for service users. We also need to remember that service users see everyone 

represented on the Forum as a collective.  

 In the past, reforms have overly focused on accountability provisions but have failed to 

create the conditions for appropriate levels of autonomy. In our current health structures 

those at the centre are several steps from what’s happening at the front line which can 



make the balancing of accountability and autonomy difficult. The reforms under Sláintecare 

provide a real opportunity to get the balance right this time.   

Following the discussion, the HSE provided an update on the SLA review process which will take 

place in the course of 2020. There will be consultation with S38 and S39 organisations as part of the 

review and communication regarding the next steps in the process is expected in March. It should be 

borne in mind that there is a substantial legal component to Part 1 and there are C&AG obligations 

regarding the use of public funds. It was noted that the review process must be cognisant of the 

Forum discussions and timings should be aligned.  

3. Sustainable, Inclusive and Empowered Communities: A five-year strategy to support the 

community and voluntary sector in Ireland - Presentation by Deirdre Kelly, Department of 

Rural and Community Development 

Deirdre Kelly delivered a presentation on the Department of Rural and Community Development’s 

(DRCD) Sustainable, Inclusive and Empowered Communities: A five-year strategy to support the 

community and voluntary sector in Ireland – see slides attached. Key points included: 

 While the Strategy is a 5-year strategy running 2019 to 2024 there is a clear recognition that 

some complex actions may require a longer timeframe to fully implement.  

 An important part of the process of developing the Strategy was building relationships as 

issues had intensified during the financial crisis. The output of the Strategy development 

process was therefore both the Strategy and a stronger relationship with the C&V sector.  

 A priority is the development of a suitable funding model for the sector – this is a long-term 

project, but work will start now. Priorities for 2020 include training and development, the 

Civic Forum and the commencement of work on a commissioning model.  

 The Strategy applies across all sectors and while DRCD recognises the level of complexity in 

health and social care, there is also lots of commonality with other sectors. DRCD is 

determined to work across Government and across sectors to deliver good services in an 

effective way and to also bring services together for service users.  

 A Cross Sectoral Group will monitor the implementation of the Strategy and working groups 

may be established on various issues – these working groups will be open to those with 

expertise and experience of these issues.  

There followed a discussion during which some of the following points were made: 

 The synergies between the two processes were highlighted and it was agreed that there was 

an opportunity for DRCD and the Forum to work together on a number of cross-cutting 

issues. In particular, the Forum should look to the work DRCD are doing in the area of 

Learning and Development as it relates to the Forum’s capacity building and governance 

work.  

 There is a tendency for the health system to operate in siloes and the DRCD Strategy offers 

an opportunity to address common problems in a wider context.   

 

4. Development of Forum Work Programme 

https://assets.gov.ie/26890/ff380490589a4f9ab9cd9bb3f53b5493.pdf


The Chair outlined that the aim of Meeting 2 was to outline the context and to also briefly set out 

how the Forum would go about developing a work programme.  

In the coming weeks an updated version of the NESC paper will be shared with Forum members so 

that they can circulate it to those they represent and seek their input ahead of a workshop on the 

morning of Friday 20 March. The Forum meeting will follow the workshop in the afternoon and will 

focus on the development of the Forum’s work programme.  

It has also been suggested that there may be merit in establishing a subgroup to consider the 

governance programme of work to enable preliminary discussions on the scope and focus of this 

aspect of the Forum’s work. The Secretariat will be in touch with Forum members in relation to this.  

5. AOB and Next Meeting 

It was agreed to start meetings earlier to allow more time for discussion, while also ensuring times 

are convenient for those travelling from outside Dublin. 

The next meeting will take place on Friday 20 March and will include a workshop in the morning and 

the Forum meeting in the afternoon – exact details and timings for the workshop and Forum 

meeting will follow.  

The Chair reminded members that he is keen to ensure sufficient time between meetings to allow 

members to fully consult with those they represent. The Chair also reminded members that they are 

always welcome to come to the Chair and/or to the Secretariat with any issues in between meetings. 

The Chair highlighted to Forum members that two members of the Forum, Colm O’Reardon and 

Kathleen MacLellan, are Designated Public Officials under the Regulation of Lobbying Act 2015.  

Actions:  

Action Who When 

All Forum members to engage with their membership All Forum members On-going 

Revised version of NESC paper to be circulated to members Secretariat In 3 weeks 

Revised version of NESC paper to be circulated to those 
represented at Forum 

All Forum members In 3 weeks 

Secretariat will be in touch with Forum members in relation to 
workshop in March 

Secretariat ASAP 

Secretariat will be in touch with Forum members regarding 
subgroup to consider governance programme of work 

Secretariat ASAP 

 

 


