
  DSFA Social Inclusion Learning Network Conference

1.      Introduction and Background
1.1    A one-day DSFA Social Inclusion Learning Network Conference took place on     Thursday, 1st June 2006 in the Gresham Hotel, O'Connell Street, Dublin 1.           In total, over 70 people attended the conference which was hosted jointly by the Regional Director's Office and the Office for Social Inclusion. 
1.2    This event was the first of its kind to be organised within the Department. Invitations were extended to Regional Managers, Co-ordinators and to staff who currently represent the Department at RAPID Area Implementation Team (AIT) and Social Inclusion Measure (SIM) meetings.  In addition, staff who responded affirmatively to a questionnaire issued by the Office for Social Inclusion by indicating that they would be interested in joining such a learning network were   also invited to participate in the day. 

1.3    The key objectives of the conference were to:
· Consider the establishment of a learning network which would act as a support   for Departmental staff involved in the area of social inclusion  
· Examine how the learning network might be best structured for the future and   extended to other staff
· Increase staff awareness of DSFA funding streams and how they can be utilised
· Identify the supports required by those staff who have a social inclusion                dimension to their work 
2.     Agenda for the Day
2.1   The format for the day was a plenary session which was opened by the Director General and included by short presentations from the Director of OSI and                      Ms Colleen Dube, RAPID Liaison Officer with Pobal.   Mr Mick Ó Cuimín,       Regional Co-ordinator South East Region and Mr Denis O’Brien, AM, Dublin West then delivered a joint presentation which highlighted the current funding streams available within this Department and illustrated examples of best practice in their respective Regions. The final presentation of the morning was delivered by Mr Benny Swinburne, SWA Section and covered the Department’s School Meals Programme and its proposed expansion.
2.2    The afternoon session was devoted to four workshops.  During these workshops,     the participants discussed their understanding of the social inclusion role, if any, which they consider to be part of their work. Issues covered included:

· What is working in relation to the participants’ social inclusion role
· What is not working from the participants’ perspective

· How the participants perceive that improvements may be introduced.
2.3    The Conference was brought to a close by Ms Celine Moore of the Regional Director’s Office. 
3.   Summary of the Workshop Sessions  
3.1 The following is a summary of the main issues raised during the workshops. This reflects the views of participants on the day. In some cases, individual opinions are reflected and in other cases there was a broader consensus. A full list of the issues raised can be found in Appendix 1.  Participants based their inputs largely on their personal experiences of representing the Department at various meetings of Area Implementation Teams, CDBs, and SIMs etc.
3.2 An opportunity was provided within the workshop sessions for the participants to explore the potential role and the value of establishing a social inclusion learning network and their views were reported back in the feedback session.  

3.3 Table 1

	What is working well in relation to participants’ social inclusion role?

· Participants broadly agreed that working to promote the principle of social inclusion adds variety to their work, expands their roles, makes their work more interesting and affords developmental opportunities for staff. They were of the opinion that there was a great value attached to hearing and learning what is happening in other Areas/Regions and welcomed the opportunity to share experiences with their peers. 

· It was generally felt that as a result of the involvement of Departmental staff in    inter-agency activities that the public are now more aware that the Department’s remit is broader than purely the processing and maintenance of income supports.

· As a learning experience, participation in inter-agency activity helps Departmental officials to relate and empathise more meaningfully with their customers.

· Most participants believed that their attendance at various inter-agency meetings highlighted the need for other agencies to also become involved in the process at local level. This comment most notably related to the Department of Education and Science. 

· Participants emphasised the importance of the presence of DSFA officials on these groups. In their view, this helps lend legitimacy to the work of a project. It was felt that DSFA representatives often help to bring a more formal structure or greater organisation to a group. 

· Some workshops discussed the huge personal commitment given by individuals and the important work being done through the SIMs group.   
     


3.4 
Table 2
	What is not working?

· It was generally felt that experiences varied from location to location and that there was a strong need for better overall coordination and communication both internally and externally. Some staff seemed unaware of good practices which are taking place in other Regions. 
· Some participants commented on the lack of a formal or structured feedback in place in relation to reporting on inter-agency activities.

· There was evidence at the conference of some level of confusion and lack of understanding amongst some participants about the role of DSFA staff at external meetings such as RAPID etc.  For example, some attendees asked if theirs is regarded as being a decision making role or rather is it simply a matter of attendance. At present, the response appears to differ depending on the geographical area. There also appears to be different levels of involvement by DSFA staff in different geographical areas. 

· The view was expressed that the external perception of the Department is not always positive.

· Lack of funding and resources remains a large problem. 

· It was noted that some groups are not supportive of mainstreaming successful projects which have received funding or partial funding from the Department as they would subsequently lose ownership of the project.

· Some participants commented that a link between their external social inclusion activity and the policy making and planning relating to social inclusion within the Department wasn’t apparent to them.  



	How improvements may be introduced

· Generally, it was thought at a very minimum, that staff serving on inter-agency groups must be aware of the different funding streams. This at least would give staff the opportunity to point people in the right direction. (Reference was made to the

Dn North SFSS/RDO presentation which is available in all Regions and provides details of Departmental funding streams).    
· The importance of developing a clearly defined and relevant two way reporting structure with senior management was highlighted.  
· The issue of how feedback from the AIT meetings ought to be addressed was also identified as a means of improving communications.
· It was proposed that the grade and level of involvement of Departmental representatives serving on AITs should be standardised whether it be at HEO level or Area Manager. 
· Some participants thought it would be helpful to identify and disseminate examples of good practice in a formal manner.

· In relation to funding, many felt the need to go ‘back to basics’, where the most deserving and needy ‘cases’ should be made the top priority. A strong message which emerged was to get away from the ‘knee jerk and/or politically driven decisions that are not in the best interest of local communities. 

· A number of participants suggested that a greater clarity of what the Department seeks to achieve from having representation on RAPID AITs and other                   inter-agency committees would help them in the performance of their work. 
· Some participants asked that guidelines should be produced on the role of departmental representatives on the various groups such as RAPID and AIT. (Note: these guidelines already exist and can be found in the Guidelines shared drawer; Folder: Inter Agency Activity). Copy attached as Appendix 2 to this report. These guidelines were produced and circulated by the RDO in 2003. However, during the conference some staff appeared to be unaware of them.
· There was strong support amongst participants for the proposal to develop a social inclusion learning network.  




3.5 Table 3
4 
Main themes emanating from the workshops
4.1 Each workshop was requested to report back in the Open Forum on one or two issues which its members considered required priority attention.  These were then grouped into categories as follows:
· Improved Communication
· Clarity of roles

· Organisational Commitment 

· Resources, local budgets

· External issues (local politics, transfer of functions to CRAGA)

· Difficulties in mainstreaming successful pilots (lack of co-operation of relevant organisations)

· CDBs talking shops, work done through SIMS

5.   The way forward
5.1 The need for more and better communications between all groups; be it OSI, RDO, staff representatives and management is clearly evident. To assist with the improvement in communications, it was strongly accepted that there was a need for more staff days like this, be it annually or more frequently. However, a focus on a particular issue would be required. As there is a general lack of awareness of the role played by OSI, events like the DSFA Learning Network Conference help to promote the work of OSI.  Following on from this the OSI website could be a very useful resource and information tool for staff representatives.

5.2 The introduction in a consistent manner of clearer reporting structures (both top down and bottom up) requires serious consideration.  

5.3 Many participants were of the opinion that dedicated budgets should be available for AIT representatives and that staff on the ground should be informed of what is available. There might be merit in examining the possibility of ring-fencing a percentage of local budgets specifically for inter-agency activities.

5.4 The possible production of a social inclusion newsletter was also suggested by some participants. Participants felt that the idea of a learning network is a good one but it needs to be clear about its objective – i.e. would it be just another meeting or is it envisaged that it would help share best practices and provide a forum for solving problems and addressing issues of concern.

6.   Next steps
6.1 Following a subsequent meeting between the RDO and OSI, it was agreed to proceed with the learning network. It is envisaged, subject to approval of senior management, to form a small working group, comprising staff from the RDO, OSI and Regional representatives, to work towards the establishment of the learning network. 
6.2 It is intended that this group will plan the future shape of the network and make recommendations relating to reporting structures and communications with reference to the issues raised by their colleagues during the conference. 

6.3 It is anticipated that the group’s work will be shared equally amongst all members with rotation of positions such as the Chair and Secretary as to be agreed by the group.  

6.4 All those present at the conference are now invited to forward their expressions of interest in joining the Social Inclusion Network Steering Group directly to Marion Cunniffe (Cunniffe_M), RDO, before 5th November 2006.

6.5 Nominations to the group will be made with a view to ensuring a mix of staff from different grades, and to the extent possible, geographic locations and gender balance. Priority will be given to staff who have not participated in working groups or other such developmental initiatives previously.  Depending on the response received, it is hoped that the group might be convened for its first meeting in November 2006.   

ENDS

Appendix 1
What is working well in relation to participant’s social inclusion role?

· Direct contact with customers

· VEC presence (though this can depend on the individual)

· Meetings provide opportunities for both networking and learning.

· DSFA reps bring objectivity to the process and also local knowledge.

· Adds variety to work, expands role and makes work more interesting.

· Gives an opportunity to expand the notion of the ‘day job’.

· Good to hear what’s going on in other regions/areas.

· Lots of activity in SFSS however often not recognised outside of RAPID

· Huge personal commitment by individuals

· Work being done through SIMS groups

· DSFA one of most represented and active departments 

· More focus at government level for social inclusion

· Recognition of the role of facilitators

· Breaks isolation – complements other people’s work.

· Representation on boards helps to break down suspicion of DSFA officials. 

· Assists in the progression of actions at a micro level where developments actually take place.

· Promotion of DSFA funding opportunities.

· Has facilitated the funding of groups and has provided the opportunity to persuade other agencies to do the same - DSFA members can be innovative and flexible on funding

· People are made aware of the fact that DSFA deals with more than income supports.  Gives a higher profile to the Department.

· Helps to promote transparency and openness.

· Helps DSFA to keep its focus on the disadvantaged.

· Provides an opportunity for Departmental statistics and information to be distributed. 

· Provides an opportunity for local groups to be persuaded to act as conduits/brokers.

· DSFA reps help to bring structure/organisation to a group.

· Supports local groups in encouraging other organisations, such as the HSE, to be involved.

· Provides a good developmental opportunity for personnel and helps jobholders to broaden their mind and see the bigger picture. 

· Helps to promote a more human side to the role of officials.

· As a learning experience it helps officials to relate to the customer.

· Highlights where there are overlaps in provision of services with other agencies. 

· Promotes the concept of a cohesive and integrated approach to service delivery. 

· Gives staff a more rounded view of issues. 

· Highlights the need for other agencies to be involved and the need for an interagency response.

· Gives community groups an opportunity to input into policy. 

· Helps to stop people falling through the cracks. 

· Helps the mainstreaming of projects.

· Helps to improve the relationship with the customer and broadens the customer service role of the Department.

· The presence of DSFA officials on groups helps to lend legitimacy to the work of a project. 

What isn’t working well?

· Experiences can vary from location to location, especially with different personalities

· Confusion about what is meant by family services and how those services are funded. Result can be that we become ‘chasers of funding’ without any overall strategy. 

· Need better overall coordination

· Delays in obtaining funding locally

· Communications both internal and external – people unaware of practices in other regions.

· Perception of DSFA is not always good

· Duplication –  same people on both rapid and partnership committees/groups. Furthermore, there are too many agencies on the ground and integration needs to be improved.

· RAPID re-inventing the wheel (same principles as the Integrated Services Process (ISP) )

· Lack of resources/funding. There is no definite criteria list for accessing funding

· Feeling of initial isolation

· Decision making process

· Relevance (as usually local authority driven). A lot of issues have no relevance to DSFA officers

· Changing contexts – politically/organisational

· Clarification of the role – whether it’s 

· Normal

· Additional 

· Expected

· Lack of community participation

· No uniformity among the regions in respect of AIT nomination

· Move of Department’s voluntary and community brief to CRAGA a big mistake

· CDBs not achieving much except bringing people together, no budgets, talking shop, do not seem to attract full participation e.g. little IBEC/ICTU engagement

· Lack of flexibility for local budgets

· Often local politics prevent progress on CDBs/SIMS

· Lack of briefing for many representatives on groups such as RAPID/AIT

· Lack of understanding of role at meeting e.g. mandate of DSFA or as an individual

· Lack of formal feedback structures for reporting issues coming from of these groups, communication is poor in many cases

· Not recognised as part of the jobholder’s job and the role performed is not appreciated by the Department.  Seen as an ‘add on’ to the ‘real’ job. 

· It is a core part of the job and the PMDS process should capture this. 

· Lack of resources – e.g. Carlow does not have a facilitator and as a result the facilitator in Kilkenny has been asked to cover the area even though this leads to reduced capacity to deliver commitments.

· Officials on groups are seen as the token civil servants as other Departments are often not involved. 

· The process is often reliant on the goodwill of officials and the burden falls on those officials that are willing to be involved as they are the ones that always get asked to be involved. There is a need to spread the load. 

· The fact that many groups meet outside working hours is problematic.

· Groups are often reluctant to let successful projects be mainstreamed as this means that they let their influence and control go. 

· Voluntary activity is often taken up by administrative work.

· It is often the case that the people on courses are not necessarily the people that need the most assistance. 

· There is a need for projects to involve those most in need – problem families. 

· There is a need for a single funding agency co-ordinating the activities of C&V groups. 

· It is often the case that people are poorly equipped in their skills to participate in committees and that there is a lack of support in performing these roles. 

· There can be a conflict of interest when officials are involved in companies – do they represent the company or the Department. 

· Officials can play directorship roles and can be exposed in law – concerns with being sued.

· No training in employment or company law.

· There is a question as to who an official should report to with regard to the activities of a group

The way forward
· A need for more staff days like this. However a focus on a particular issue may be required.

· Better structures need to be in place – both top down and bottom up.

· There’s a need for dedicated budgets for AIT reps.

· If things change people/staff on the ground need to know.

· Better communications need to be in place – OSI website could be a good resource/ information tool.

· Better communication between sections such as OSI and RDO and staff reps on the various groups, partnerships etc. There is a need to disseminate information to all relevant officers

· AIT reps from the regions should be brought together more frequently to share experiences and examples of best practice.

· Delegation of budgets/funds to DSFA and AIT’s

· Need for clear 2 way reporting structures with senior management

· Clarity of the role of representatives on groups is needed, guidelines would be useful in this regard

· A stronger commitment from senior management to the work of representatives on these groups, more acknowledgement of this role

· More control over local budgets such as T&S 
· More commitment from other departments and agencies

· The development of the DSFA learning network is a positive development. 

· OSI’s website is an important tool. It is readable and concise. Staff should be encouraged to read it. 

· There is a general lack of awareness of the role played by OSI. Events like the DSFA Learning Network Conference help to promote the work of OSI.

· There is a need for more structures to help provide a forum for feedback, such as the Representative Forum for Local Managers. 

· All staff need to be aware of their social inclusion role. 

· Presentations by facilitators would be beneficial. 

· Hour long training sessions on Social Inclusion issues would be helpful.

· There is a need to prioritise specific groups participating in the Learning Network.

· Groups should meet on a quarterly basis and feed up to national level. 

· Biannual seminars should be held to discuss current trends and issues.

· Need to disseminate good practice in relation to funding application decisions

· Need to identify best practice and streamline way in which people are selected to serve on these groups

· Initiate something similar to partnership training for those attending these external groups, e.g. induction training.

Appendix 2
Guidelines for Departmental Representatives involved in Interagency Activity

1.   Introduction

1.1
The remit of the Department has evolved from being one of simple income support to one where a more holistic approach is now taken to our customers. As a result engagement by the Department's regional staff in locally based organisations and groups involving the statutory, voluntary and community sectors is now a feature of day to day regional business. 

1.2 
While benefits have accrued to the Department, staff and the organisations from interagency activity, the extent of such involvement has been increasing in recent years. In that context it has been decided to issue detailed guidelines for regional management and staff involved in this activity 

2.   Application Procedure

2.1 
Written clearance from the Regional Manager must be obtained by a staff member before becoming a member of the committee/board of a regional or locally based organisation or group.

2.2 
The rationale for having a representative from the Department of Social & Family Affairs on the committee/board of an organisation should be clear.

2.3  To establish this rationale, a number of questions must be answered:


a)Why do the organisation or group want to have a 


representative from the Department? How will it benefit the organisation?

b) What level of involvement is required? (will the representative be a director or committee member?, how many meetings will be involved annually? what role do the group expect the departmental representative to play? etc)


c) How will the involvement of a departmental 


representative benefit the Department?


d) Is there a potential conflict of interest either 

personal or departmental from the staff member's 

involvement in an organisation or group? 

2.4
It should be clear to the organisation or group, the

extent of the departmental representative's involvement

from the start.

2.5
Any change in the departmental representative's role in an organisation or group should also be cleared in advance by the Area/Regional Manager e.g. if a departmental representative was asked to take an officer role or to represent the organisation or group at other fora.

2.6 
It is also advisable to review on a ongoing basis the number and type of organisations with which the regional staff are involved to ensure that benefits are accruing to both the Department and the organisation or group.

3.   Levels of Involvement

3.1  It should be recognised that there is more than one way of supporting interagency activity, 3 options are available to the Department:


* 1) Full Membership of an organisation ‑ This would be appropriate for organisations whose objectives and customers are similar to the Departments. In this instance, the departmental representative will become a full member or a company director of the committee.


* 2) Associate Membership ‑ This would be appropriate for organisations whose objectives/activities are relevant to the Department in some aspects. In this instance, the departmental representative could receive the agenda and minutes of meetings and attend when relevant issues arise


* 3) Acting as a contact person on behalf of the Department.‑ This would be relevant for organisations where there is no 
benefit to the Department from our involvement. The contact 
person would be available to answer questions and advise the group on departmental issues as they arise. They would take no active part in the operation of the organisation but would attend meetings if invited to deal with a departmental issue.

3.2
It is also an option, if the focus of an organisation changes for the role of the departmental representative to be reviewed and changed as appropriate. 

3.3  The Department should not be represented on the management committees of local non ‑ statutory groups or organisations such as local mens or womens groups.

4.   Role of Departmental Representative

4.1 
The departmental representative fulfils a number of roles as a member of an organisation or group


a) Advisory – providing information on the Department's schemes and services   

            ‑ dealing with queries relating the departmental issues

    
b) Liaison – between the organisation or group and relevant sections/personnel on specific proposals/projects which may be                                                     appropriate to the Department


Note: This liaison role should not take the form of           lobbying/petitioning on behalf of the organisation  


c) To contribute to the activities of the organisation/group


d) To bring issues of concern or policy matters to the attention of their management (early warning system)


e) To promote/encourage the activities of the organisation or group to benefit the Department's customers

     f) To act as a Director of the organisation/group (if     appropriate)

5.
Officer Positions/Acting as an Organisation Representative

5.1 
As a general rule, departmental representatives should not take officer positions on committees/boards such as Chairman, Treasurer, or Secretary or represent the group at other fora unless exceptional circumstances prevail.

5.2 
Before taking an officer position in these circumstances, clearance must be received from the Regional Manager. 

6.   Regional Communication procedures

6.1
On a twice yearly basis, each departmental representative should prepare a short report on the activities of the organisation or group with which they are involved, highlighting relevant issues and concerns. The report should cover:

          * Issues/concerns relevant to the Department


* The input of the representative to the organisation



* Benefits to the Department's customers

6.2 
The activities of regional staff involved in this type of activity should be included on a regular basis on the agenda of regional management meetings. 

6.3 
The Regional Manager should consider establishing some form of network of departmental representatives on a regional basis e.g. via email or by arranging occasional meetings for staff involved in Interagency activity.

7.   Responsibilities of Departmental Representative 

7.1 
Staff involved in committees/boards have a responsibility to keep themselves informed of the organisation or group's activities. 

7.2  If they have questions, they must 

    
(a) seek answers with which they are satisfied, and 

     (b) if not, should have their concerns recorded in the 
minutes of the organisation or group's meetings. 

7.3 
Consideration should be given to consulting the organisation or groups professional advisors, if required.

7.4 
Departmental representatives who are concerned about an organisations activities should raise the matter with their own manager and/or relevant section/personnel at the earliest opportunity.

7.5 
If a conflict of interest arises, either in their personal or departmental capacity, a departmental representative should consider having the conflict minuted, and absenting themselves from the committee.

7.6 Departmental representatives should be aware of the dangers of straying into politically sensitive areas, if concerned they should seek advise from their manager.

8.   Departmental Support Structures 

8.1 
Staff becoming involved in interagency activity should be clear from the outset about their role with regard to an organisation or group.

8.2 
Departmental representatives will receive a copy of these Guidelines, a copy of the Briefing Document for departmental representatives which outlines the range of the Department's services and supports to which communities and customers can access and a copy of the Document 'The Role of Partnership Directors'.

8.3 
Each region will have a designated person at AP level who will provide support and advise to staff involved in this activity, similar to the Regional Decision's Advisory role (the RDO,in turn, will provide support to the Regional Advisor) 

8.4 
Departmental representatives appointed to interagency organisations or groups should avail of the training for this activity provided jointly by the RDO & SDU.

9.   Queries

9.1 
Any queries relating to these Guidelines should be directed to Carol McGann, RDO.

Maureen Waldron,

Regional Director's Office.

June 2003  
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