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Introduction
The first meeting of the Local Government Anti-Poverty Learning Network on the theme of Customer Care was addressed by Dick Roche, TD Minister for the Environment, Heritage and Local Government. The Minister identified customer care as being the heart of public administration and he emphasised the importance of equality and citizenship as being the fundamental ethos of the public service. 

Fifty six people attended the event, which had an explicit focus on the role of libraries and estate management in addressing social exclusion, from 25 different councils and nine different libraries. The agenda provided an opportunity to exchange experiences and hear local examples of best practice in relation to library services and estate management.
Presentations 

Norma McDermott, Director, The Libraries Council, and Michelle Norris, Director, The Housing Unit, provided overviews from a national perspective regarding libraries and estate management respectively.  
Local case studies were presented; 
· Yvonne Murphy, Community and Enterprise Development Officer (CEDO), Laois, outlined the development of a customer charter in Laois. 
· Norma McDermott, Director of the Library Council, discussed the role of library services in promoting social inclusion. 
· Ciaran Mangan, Meath County Librarian looked at promoting multiculturalism in libraries 
· Josephine Brady, Cavan County Librarian described a project on access in Cavan Library services. 
· Tom Mowlds, Housing, Dun Laoghaire Rathdown, discussed estate management and social inclusion. 
Combat Poverty Agency update
Philip Byrne from the Institute of Public Administration (IPA), which will be responsible for the operation of the Local Government Anti Poverty Learning Network in 2006, chaired the morning session and welcomed participants. He then introduced Helen Johnston, Director of the Combat Poverty Agency, who gave a brief history of the Local Government Programme set up by CPA to promote and support the work of social inclusion within local government. The evaluation of the programme by Fitzpatrick Associates had shown how the work had yielded significant benefits but commented on how it needed to be developed further and mainstreamed. She referred to activity of the Network in 2004 (training, developing local anti poverty strategies, involving excluded groups, sharing and learning of good practice) and indicated that further work would be done in 2005 on supporting two local anti poverty strategies, the production of Network Exchange and Learning Brief and organisation of Network Meetings. 
Customer Care in Laois.
Yvonne Murphy, Laois County Council, described its customer care project ‘Bridging the Gap’. This comprised action research with local target groups to ascertain the impact and effects of different council services. 

Importance of Consultation

An in-depth consultation process held with both target groups and council staff. A report was compiled which reflected the different perspectives expressed. Further consultation and discussions then followed with regard to establishing a customer care charter which agreed standards of service which can be expected. The customer care charter is to be agreed this month by Council and then will form the basis for council and staff training. It will be launched in the Autumn of 2006 and embedded into the corporate plan.

Lessons Learned:

· The importance of good structural management so that the project is organised effectively by the relevant agencies

· Honest communication between the project management as to the aims and objectives of the project and clarity of communication with all the stakeholders.

· The process is very important as it provides all the stakeholders with a sense of security and builds confidence and trust between different people.

The Role of Library Services in Promoting Social Inclusion

Norma McDermott, the Library Council gave a presentation on the role of Library Services in Promoting Social Inclusion. She provided statistics with regard to users and provision (Public Library Users Survey) and discussed the increased budgets that have been made available to the library programme. 

Branching Out

The report, Branching Out (1998 – 2006) set out a programme of development, finance and service delivery, and is now being reviewed to include ‘access’ issues. Key objectives were to improve access to libraries and target improved services to unemployed people, isolated communities, and ethnic minorities – noting that the library service is used more by people in employment.

Library Pilot Programmes

Norma McDermott referred to the different library pilot programmes taking place in Dublin, Donegal, Mayo, and Wicklow relating cultural diversity, access and social inclusion and emphasised the importance of developing this work.

Referring to the Combat Poverty Agency report, Access to Public Libraries for Marginalised Groups, the Library Council hoped to work with the Agency to meet the recommendations around producing guidelines for libraries, social inclusion training for staff, disseminating good practice and improving network and communication activities.

Library Council Grants Available

Norma McDermott informed the conference that research grants from the Library Council were available for work that developed themes of life long learning and social inclusion; e-inclusion (Taoiseach’s office) and early childhood learning. She also referred to the Taobh Tine programme that focused on providing library services to isolated rural areas using ICE.

Promoting Multiculturalism through Library Services

Ciaran Mangan from Meath Library Service looked at promoting multiculturalism through libraries.  
Cultural Diversity Project

The Cultural Diversity Project was funded under the Public Library Research Programme and three local authorities took part: Waterford, Dublin, and Meath. 

The project involved an international literature survey, identifying the needs of library users, and local need in three areas. The international literature review included two case studies – Stockton on Tees in England, and Greve, Denmark.

The national survey identified the demographic profile and needs of foreign nationals. 1600 surveys were carried out. Two case studies were developed, one on ethnic minority women in Waterford and the second on the Chinese community in Dublin. 

The surveys showed that people wanted material in native language and access to learning English in Libraries. The following pilot services were developed based on the research:

· A new training module for staff

· Stock ethnic books (Bright Books Loan Scheme/Rosetta List of best fiction)

· Newspapers on line

· Multi lingual library information brochures

· Cyrillic keyboards

· Polish English Language Exchange

· Marketing and promotion through posters, brochures, etc

Learning

A review of the work showed that there was an increase in borrowing figures for foreign language books, an increase in use of Cyrillic keyboards, positive response to the brochure; high attendance at Polish English exchange and a positive reaction from staff to multicultural training.

Access to Libraries

According to Josephine Brady, Cavan Library Services, the Cavan Library Access project is based on three principles: inclusiveness, equity and independence.

Consultation Process

The project began with consultation and people with disabilities were included in planning the consultation. An information database was established which identified the support groups in Cavan, increased staff awareness, created a network of contacts and established the information role of the library service.

A survey of people with disabilities was carried out. The findings focused on the need for independent, easy access to all services, the importance of free services, Saturday opening, improved stock (talking books, large print), and assistive technology.

The results of the survey were launched which also outlined an action plan. An access audit was carried out which included a checklist developed following consultation.  Attitudes of people are the real disability and during the process of consultation there had been a major shift in staff attitudes. Training extended beyond the physical aspect and took in the legal framework and shared experiences from Dublin. The project has culminated in CRAIC – an initiative to mainstream the pilot work of the library service.  The importance of leadership in the project was highlighted. Access is not a minority issue. It is not about resources. It is about increased awareness, increased morale, good service and equality.

Minister for Environment, Heritage and Local Government.

Minister Dick Roche referred to social inclusion as being multi dimensional which requires both long term and short term interventions, when he addressed the meeting in the afternoon.  He looked at the close relationship between public service and politics, rejecting the negative notion of clientalism and pointing out that clientalism provides politicians with first hand experience of people.

Role of Local Authorities

He saw local authorities as effective leaders and facilitators to tackle social inclusion; as providing the interface, and acting as a mediator for the citizen. He wants to see social inclusion indicators at the heart of Corporate Plans and annual operational plans. He pointed out that it is easy to write plans but implementation was demanding and a challenge.

The Minister referred to the sometimes complex forms that need to be filled in, and the need to ensure that everyone can easily access services which must be people centred. He looked towards estate management initiatives and libraries as initiatives with a key role to tackling social exclusion. 

Finance is Available for Estates

He indicated that finance was no longer an issue and that local authorities must provide housing that people want to live in. The policy agenda has shifted to focus on quality, design, regeneration and refurbishment. He wanted to see the social rental stock improved through estate management and tenant participation initiatives. 

Egalitarian Library Service

The Minister saw libraries as an egalitarian service playing a role that is both socially and intellectually important. He was impressed by the way libraries had re-invented themselves, using innovative and creative ideas to progress their remit – linking into new services such as the genealogy. He was impressed at improvement of access and urged libraries to further promote their services. 

He acknowledged the challenging times when as society becomes richer, the gap between rich and poor gets bigger and providing accessible services to different constituents to bridge that gap is necessary.
He praised the work of the CPA and Local Government Anti Poverty Network noting that is was an important mechanism to ensure that social exclusion is on the agenda and tackled at local level.

Michele Norris, Housing Unit, Anti Social Behaviour
Michele Norris discussed the issue of Anti Social Behaviour (ASB) on local authority estates – based on the Housing Unit report. She gave a definition of ASB and pointed out that solutions often lay outside the remit of local authorities and therefore the need to form partnerships with other statutory agencies.

Why Address ASB and the Importance of Partnership Work

Michele looked at the importance of addressing ASB, and how to do so. She emphasised the need to research the problem, create formal processes and procedures, train staff and carry out regular reviews. She underlined the importance of prevention though good design, strategic allocation of tenancies and clear tenant policies and procedures. Good relations on the estate were essential and the use of mediation was useful. She advised that legal action should only be approved by a case conference with regard to the perpetrator, and eviction be the last resort.

Estate Management and Social Inclusion
Collaboration

Tom Moulds, Housing, Dun Laoighaire Rathdown, described estate management as the collaboration between statutory agency and community with regard to housing practices. Good practice eliminates tenant alienation, poor democracy, inefficient services and demands long term planning. It creates local structures to give people a say in service provision. 

The Dun Laoghaire experience would recommend

· Local arrangements

· Facilitative participation and responsiveness

· Resources that enable decision making to effect change
Estate Management is a Neighbourhood Issue

In Dun Laoghaire Rathdown estate management is not considered as a housing issue but a neighbourhood issue. Estate management is a tool that is a socially inclusive and takes a community development approach. It involves other council departments.

In 1998 DLR provided joint training sessions for staff and residents of four areas – Ballyogan, Loughlinstown, Shanganagh/Meadowlands and Mounttown. This training created a dynamic – a shared vision between residents and staff. The Council is currently working on estate management process within flat complexes.

Structure of Estate Management

There is county forum for tenants that meet monthly and a Management Implementation Team (MIT). This addresses issues of common concern between all the estate management schemes. The MIT comprises a meeting of SEOs who meet monthly to co-ordinate work, review service plans, arrange site visits, and work with senior management in the Council (housing director).

 The Estate Management Fora are made up of local residents, a community worker and community Garda. They meet monthly, draw up Service Plans on an annual basis and manage the resources at local level. The work of the Estate Management Forum often focuses on community gardens, child gardens and environmental improvements. They work closely with the parks and environment departments.

Resources

There is one community worker to each Estate Management Forum and each Forum has a budget of €25,000. There are also part time link workers, partly resourced by the Drugs Task Force. There is also an Area Community Officer who supports estate management initiatives and nearly €850,000 is spent on specific capital projects such as footpaths.

Benefits and Challenges

The initiative has resulted in benefits for the community and the council in that the relationship that has developed is the basis for good partnership work. There is now a structured approach to estate management, funding for a worker and a more co-ordinated system of operation.

The main challenges include;
· the process leads to the involvement of  more people 
· it requires appropriate resources and responses which are inclusive
· inter agency involvement 
· constantly reaching out to new people

· dealing with constant change.

The Way Forward

Estate management is the way forward. It incorporates resident’s knowledge and responses, but challenges service provision and the impact of services on different groups.

Roundtable Discussions 

There were two roundtable discussions – one to look at lessons from the library services and one from estate management.  The roundtable discussions were facilitated and discussions were guided on three points:

· Initial responses to presentations.

· The issues that needed to be addressed at local level to improve services to poorer people.

· How these issues can be addressed and who has responsibility for this.

From the feedback forms, the discussion was wide ranging. All the groups were impressed at the work of library services and felt that this engagement needed further attention. The roundtable discussions focused on the following key issues.

Library Services


Communication

Communication emerged as the key theme from all the roundtable discussions. It was felt that while the library was at the coal face, the library service needed better promotion – both externally within the community but also within the local authority, and local authorities could use the services of the library more productively.

Sharing Good Practice

It was felt that good work was already being done which needed to be promoted more effectively. All the discussions focused on the need for local authorities to learn more from each other. It was felt that the Learning Network was a great support. More exchange visits between local authority staff would be useful mechanisms of learning.
Consultation, Senior Management, Training and Resources

Groups also looked at how consultation and the ‘buy in’ from senior management and the county manager was key in terms of developing local services to meet the needs of excluded groups. Co-operation was apparent from all the case studies and inter departmental and inter-agency co-ordination were felt to be crucial. Groups identified the importance of training for staff on issues of consultation, equality, and public service delivery.
Estate Management

Good Practice and Communication

It was good to hear about what is happening in other places. It is important to develop two way information channels. Discussion indicated that very little effective estate management was taking place in local authorities.
Management and Resources

People felt that there is not enough clarity and understanding of estate management issues and what is involved. Groups felt that before housing staff could develop estate management initiatives, there had to be clear policy developed by senior management. There was a sense of fear regarding the development of new initiatives at local level and raising expectations.

Local Differences

Interest was expressed in learning more about local differences i.e. tenant/private/Traveller residents and how these differences were addressed.  Groups felt that key to estate management probably lay in staff training, the good consultation processes, and resources.

Conclusion 

The event concluded in the afternoon with a short plenary session. CPA informed the conference that while the current the Local Government Network Meeting was organised by CPA with the IPA, a planning group to organise the Local Government Anti Poverty Learning Network meetings would be set up – representative of different geographic, rural, urban and equality interests.
Review of Evaluation Reports

Twenty three evaluation reports were received. All were positive with all participants gaining good information from the day. The vast majority (22) described the day and the format as very good. The roundtable discussions were enjoyed and people felt them to be beneficial in terms of sharing experiences.

Participants suggested that speaker’s notes should be available and that there needed to be more conference participants. It was also suggested that it would be interesting to involve local authority clients in the Network meetings.
The following were proposed as future conference topics:

· Exchange visits

· How to involve people with ASB in problem solving

· Participation issues

· Disability

· Community Policing

· Estate management (proposed twice)

· Youth and community facilities

· Traveller accommodation

· How to measure progress

· Multi-agency approaches

· The role of the CDB

· The role of other bodies i.e. NESC

· Up-dates from DoEHLG, OSI, IPA
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