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THE PROJECT SPONSORS

This project was implemented by The Rights Platform in 
partnership with the South Dublin Public Participation Network 
(PPN).

The Rights Platform is a network of community groups and 
organisations working to address social exclusion through a 
human rights approach. The Rights Platform was set up to 
facilitate the development of a more coherent, strategic impact 
on policy and practice as it effects the most marginalised in 
South Dublin County. The Platform takes a dual focus, namely  
the determination to make a strategic impact, and developing the 
capacity of the sector to be an effective player at this level. 

The PPN is the state funded mechanism that facilitates 
community input to the planning and decision-making processes 
of local authorities. The Social Inclusion Pillar of the PPN in 
South Dublin links those community organisations focused on 
social exclusion, poverty and denial of human rights. Social 
Inclusion Pillar members are represented on the Secretariat of 
the PPN and on several important Strategic Policy Committees 
of South Dublin County Council, including the Local Community 
Development Committee (LCDC).

MANAGEMENT 

Operational management and delivery of the project was through 
a working group comprised of members of the PPN and the 
Rights Platform. The finance and administration of the project 
was managed by St. Kevin’s Family Resource Centre, which also 
manages the finances of the Rights Platform. Regular progress 
reports were submitted to the management boards of the  
partner organisations.

APPLYING THE PUBLIC SECTOR DUTY IN SOUTH DUBLIN COUNTY PAGE 3



PROJECT AIMS 
AND OBJECTIVES

The aim of the project was to model a strong, effective and 
appropriate application of the Public Sector Duty (PSD) to the 
development of a revised Local Economic and Community Plan 
for South Dublin County. 

Two secondary aims are:
 (a)  To embed procedures and practices within the planning/  
decision-making processes of South Dublin County Council,   
which will facilitate a robust application of the PSD to other  
areas of SDCC responsibility;

(b) To strengthen the capacity and organizational capability of 
the social inclusion community sector in the county by ensuring a 
rigorous and practicable application of human rights in relation to 
matters of poverty, social exclusion and inequality.

The key objectives of the project are:
To raise awareness of statutory responsibilities under the PSD 
and promote its application to local authority-led or supported 
planning and decision-making processes;

To identify, elucidate and suggest formulae for the application 
of the PSD to the task of developing a revised LECP;

To raise awareness of the PSD among the general membership 
of the PPN, especially its potential to promote human rights 
within areas of local authority responsibility;

To generate strategic capacity among social inclusion PPN 
representatives, including the ability to lead strategies to 
ensure a robust application of the PSD.

▶

▶

▶

▶
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THE ANALYSIS BEHIND  
THE PROJECT

The rationale behind the project proposal was to ensure an active 
engagement by South Dublin County Council (SDCC) with the 
PSD, across all of its areas of responsibility. The focus was on 
the Local Community Development Committee (LCDC) as the 
most favourable site to locate the action – the LCDC is comprised 
of local authority, statutory and Public Participation Network 
(PPN) community representatives, including social inclusion 
representatives, as such it is structure where the community 
sector had a significant presence. 

A key responsibility of the LCDC is to draft, monitor and review/
revise the Local Economic and Community Plan (LECP) for the 
county. The LECP sets down high level goals on economic and 
social matters, including social inclusion, equality and other 
poverty related matters, such as health and housing, together 
with key actions to achieve these goals. These are all areas of 
fundamental human rights, especially economic, social and 
cultural rights.

The project set out to enhance the capability of stakeholders - 
primarily local authority staff, PPN community representatives, 
but also other statutory personnel (the LCDC is an interagency 
body) - by identifying processes, mechanisms and tools to apply 
the PSD. 

It was anticipated that a successful implementation of the 
project would prepare the way for the application of a practical 
application of the PSD thus dispelling fears about associated 
administrative complexity.

Another anticipated gain was that the action would boost the 
strategic capacity of the social inclusion community sector, 
organised and embodied through the Rights Platform and the 
Social Inclusion Pillar of the PPN, leading to a robust approach  
to matters of human rights.
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THE EXPECTATIONS OF 
THE PROJECT 

That the series of actions will result in a strengthened  
Local Economic and Community Plan with well-defined and  
achievable social inclusion targets set within a clear human  
rights framework.

That there will be an increased awareness by local authority and 
statutory agency personnel of the practical application of the 
PSD – i.e. that implementation of the PSD is doable, isn’t unduly 
complex and can be practically applied. 

That community representatives on planning and decision-
making structures will develop the skills, knowledge and 
resolution to drive the implementation of the PSD, thus ensuring 
that human rights are embedded in strategic planning and its 
flowing actions.

The intended outcomes:

That a successful implementation of this robust approach to 
the LECP will create the conditions for a committed uptake 
across other similar areas of Council responsibility, such as the 
development of housing strategy, planning and implementation of 
the Traveller Accommodation Programme and the compilation of 
the County Development Plan. 

That local authority staff will benefit from gaining a working 
understanding of the PSD, a good grasp of how it can be  
robustly implemented, and a familiarity and confidence about 
how the Duty could be applied to other development and  
planning processes.  

That the community sector PPN representatives on Strategic 
Policy Committees will have an enhanced capacity to be 
proactive in making suggestions on existing processes where 
they are insufficient to adequately meet the intent of the PSD in 
relation to embedding human rights in important planning and 
decision making processes.   



▶
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ACTIONS

Organising and implementing a workshop on the PSD for local authority staff, and 
other statutory agency staff, to familiarize them with the Irish Human Rights and 
Equality Commission Act 2014 and, specifically the intent and obligations of the 
Section 42 PSD. 

This action will underpin the importance and authority of the Act thus providing an 
impetus to considerations about its implementation within the local authority.

Undertaking awareness through a series of workshops with the membership of the 
PPN on the PSD, emphasizing the responsibilities placed on statutory and local 
authorities – specific actions will be a presentation to the PPN Plenary and regular 
circulation of information updates on the Rights Platform/PPN project.

This action will increase awareness of the PSD among the broad community-
voluntary sector engaged with the PPN process, as well as bolstering support for  
the overall aims of the project.  

Working collaboratively with community representatives on Strategic Policy 
Committees or other associated bodies linked, or accountable, to local authorities 
(e.g. Joint Policing Committee) to develop agreed positions on matters relative to 
the implementation of the PSD.

This action will enhance the possibilities of a human rights dimension being applied 
to planning and decision-making processes in local authorities. 

Developing tools, including strategic frameworks, appropriate checking processes 
and evaluation mechanisms that will assist the application of human rights and 
equality to the planning processes. 

This action will identify mechanisms that can assist local authorities to apply the 
PSD across all areas of policy development and delivery within the local authority. 

Implementing intensive training sessions in strategic application for PPN social 
inclusion representatives on SPCs as lead agents in devising and implementing 
strategies to ensure a robust implementation of the PSD by the LCDC and  
other SPCs. 

This will improve the capability of social inclusion representatives to be proactive 
rather than responsive regarding the setting of planning priorities.

Disseminating the outcomes of the project via an end-of-project seminar and 
circulation of a report on the learning/conclusions from the project to an audience 
of local authority officials, PPNs, statutory agency staff, community groups and 
other stakeholders. 

This action will ensure the widest possible availability of the learning from the project 
to interested parties.  



APPLYING THE PUBLIC SECTOR DUTY IN SOUTH DUBLIN COUNTY PAGE 8

EVALUATING OUTCOMES

Raising awareness among the membership of the PPN should have been relatively 
straightforward considering the positive disposition of the membership towards 
measures aimed at ensuring social justice. However, the opportunity to do this was 
delayed by an unfortunate set of events which rendered the structures of the PPN 
inoperable for a period of 8 months. 

Despite this difficulty an explanatory booklet was produced outlining the PSD, the duty 
bearers and the key steps to implementation. This was set out in a very accessible form 
and was widely distributed to both community organisations and statutory agencies 
involved in local authority structures. In addition, every opportunity (community 
organisation meetings, networking meeting and informal engagements) was utilised 
to raise awareness about the PSD and its potential to positively impact on the target 
groups of these community sector organisations. 

Immediately after the PPN was back in operation the PSD was presented to the PPN 
Plenary, a gathering of all the PPN registered groups in the county. Questions were 
addressed and clarification was given on key points. A particular emphasis was placed 
on the need for the PSD to be pushed within all the representative structures of the local 
authority (SPCs, LCDC, Joint Policing Committee etc.), and in any other arenas 
of discussion. 

An initial indication of the forthcoming difficulties in implementing a key element of 
the project was that nobody from the South Dublin County Council had attended the 
information conference organised by IHREC in Dublin and Limerick in 2017, a serious 
omission when the majority of local authorities, agencies and departments were only too 
anxious to learn as much as possible about their responsibilities under the Irish Human 
Rights and Equality Commission Act.

The point of entry through which to implement the awareness raising of the PSD among 
local authority officials was the Local Community Development Committee. Catherine 
Lynch, who was contracted to deliver elements of the project, was invited to make a 
presentation on the PSD to the LCDC. This was supported by PPN representatives on the 
committee. Getting the required training into place required a champion within the local 
authority at a sufficiently high level - i.e. Director of Services. Unfortunately, the Director 
of Services had resigned and took some time to be replaced. That has only recently 
taken place but as yet there is no indication as to his support. Basically, PSD awareness 
needs to be on the training programme for staff and therefore needs to be a priority of 
the Corporate Group, the executive that organises the work of the council. 
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The development of an agreed position for PPN representatives on PSD related matters 
arising in the Strategic Policy Committees did happen to some extent on some matters 
– housing being one particular area – but was affected by the forced suspension of PPN 
operations. However, this has picked up again and a very coherent position on poverty 
is being pursued within the LCDC.  The PPN is focused on this matter in relation to other 
SPCs and is determined to make this happen. 

Developing tools is something that will happen when South Dublin County Council 
begins the process of developing its action plan to implement the PSD. At this stage 
a PSD sub-committee is in situ and will recommend to the LCDC that a consultant be 
contracted to develop a profile of the target groups for the PSD action plan. Hopefully, 
the LCDC will approve this action and get the process underway.

The end of project seminar took place on the 3rd of December 2018 in the Louis 
Fitzgerald Hotel. A comprehensive account of the work of the project was included in 
a presentation from the Rights Platform-PPN, and an outline from a similar project in 
Longford. This made for some useful comparisons, and a somewhat shared exasperation 
at the barriers to a speedy adoption of the PSD. 

A really helpful presentation from IHREC emphasised the determination behind the 
implementation of the duty and the mechanisms by which an element of compulsion  
can be introduced. 

A request for a representative from the Department of Housing, Planning and Local 
Government was declined – it was suggested that the Department of Community and 
Rural Affairs was the appropriate department. It was regrettable that the request was 
declined on the basis that the DCRA was the appropriate department.

Despite widespread notification of the seminar to the local authority, nobody from South 
Dublin County Council attended. Despite this there was a lively discussion among the 
attendants to the seminar, with some useful suggestions about advancing equality and 
human rights at local level, including through local authorities.    



LEARNING

Probably the biggest learning point was that local authorities, in 
common with many government departments and agencies, do 
not enter into commitments to new initiatives with any degree 
of speed. In one sense this is understandable: authorities and 
departments operate a complex set of interrelated systems and 
change needs to be well considered prior to adoption. Perhaps 
charging the Institute of Public Administration (IPA) with 
implementing compulsory PSD awareness training with local 
authorities would have assisted this process and produced better 
outcomes on the implementation of the PSD within  
local authorities.

While this failure to secure high level commitment within South 
Dublin County Council was frustrating, gaining the support of the 
LCDC and their agreement to set up a sub-group to advance the 
initiative was crucial. Without the support of this local authority 
sponsored inter-agency body it would have been very difficult to 
penetrate the caution of public administrators without some sort 
of external sanction being imposed.

Raising the capacity of PPN representatives to undertake a more 
strategic role within their appointed structures was, and is, a 
challenging task. Because of their wide membership PPNs tend 
to be dominated by self-help and traditional voluntary groups and 
organisations whose primary concern is securing an improvement 
in the services they deliver to their recipients. Community 
organisations involved in social inclusion, equality and human 
rights work operate out of a more active form of citizenship, 
being concerned to bring about structural change, so they are 
more open to taking a more robust strategic approach to their 
representative role. Unfortunately, the social inclusion sector is 
small, having been much reduced by austerity measures since 
2010 (by 34% according to research), however during the period of 
the project the strategic capability of the social inclusion sector 
was enhanced, so this will bolster the chances of a solid PSD 
action plan emerging in due course. 
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CONCLUSIONS

This was an ambitious but worthwhile project aimed at maximising the opportunity 
presented by the PSD of the Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission Act to urge 
state agencies and authorities into a leadership role in addressing breaches of human 
rights and inequalities. From the project’s perspective it gave a particular boost to 
building a regard for economic, social and cultural rights, those human rights which  
are essential to the eradication of poverty, social class differentials and the  
recognition of diversity. 

Despite some unforeseen circumstances the project was persistently driven by 
Rights Platform and PPN personnel, who were strongly supported by their respective 
executives. While it took some time to achieve movement, the process of building a 
South Dublin County Council PSD Action Plan is underway. There is good awareness 
among the community sector of the implication of the PSD for their work and an 
enhanced capability to see the PSD into full implementation and application within  
the local authority. 
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