[image: image1.png]adoin3 |p1o0g




European Commission

Country profile
[image: image1.png]

Local Autonomy Index for the European countries (1990-2014): Ireland (IRL)

Overall the system of local government in Ireland has witnessed very few and minor changes during the period 1990-2014, with the biggest changes taking place in 2013/14 with the abolition of town and borough councils, amalgamation of certain city and county councils, introduction of a new residential local property tax and the loss of water services from the local authorities to a new public utility company. Other changed during this period were the constitutional recognition of local government by means of a referendum (in 1999), adoption of the European Charter of Local Self-Government (signed by Ireland in 1997 and ratified in 2002) and three significant Local Government Acts, in 1991, 2001 and 2014, respectively.
Ireland is a unitary state with two levels of elected governments, namely, central and local. Up to 2014 and the Local Government Reform Act there were 114 local councils in Ireland, comprising 34 city + county councils and 80 town + borough councils (covering, respectively, 100% and 14% of the country’s population). The 34 city and country councils were the primary units of local government, and were responsible for the full range of local authority services. The 80 town governments had fewer and varying functions/powers. These town governments were dissolved in 2014, and a number of city and county council mergers were also completed, resulting in 31 local authorities.
Self-rule
1. Institutional depth
While it is true that the LG Act 1991 introduced a general competence for local authorities to engage in activities to promote the interests of their local communities, this was restricted by another article in the Act which essentially said that these activities could not conflict with central policies.
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Ireland scores 0-1.
2. Policy scope
Aside from the housing and land use/planning/zoning functions listed in the index, other functions of local authorities in Ireland include roads (local and regional), water services (up to 2014 when a new national water utility, Irish Water, was established), environmental services, and provision of recreation and local amenities. With respect to roads and environmental services there is a National Roads Authority (NRA) and an Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) whose statutory role it is to manage the national road network and ensure environmental protection and policing, respectively. It is often said that local government functions in Ireland are concerned primarily with the provision and maintenance of infrastructure and the physical environment, only.

In terms of expenditure functions, local authority services are classified, for accounting purposes, into eight functional or programme areas. The eight programmes and a detailed list of services are given below, with the euro amounts (and percentage shares) for 2012 (see Table 1).
Table 1 List of local government services in Ireland

	Programme groups
	Summary of activities/services
	€
	%

	Housing & building
	Provision of social housing, assessment of housing needs, housing strategies, homelessness, housing loans and grants, traveller accommodation, voluntary housing, private rented sector and housing standards
	727
	15.5

	Road transportation & safety
	Road construction and maintenance, traffic management, public lighting, collection of motor taxes, driver licenses, taxi licensing
	862
	18.3

	Water services
	Water supply, waste water treatment, group water schemes, public conveniences
	758
	16.1

	Development management
	Adoption of development plan, decisions on planning applications, urban or village renewal plans and works, heritage protection, industrial and tourism infrastructure and support
	252
	5.4

	Environmental services
	Waste collection and disposal, waste management planning, litter prevention, the fire service, civil defence, air/water pollution controls, burial grounds, building safety
	704
	15.0

	Recreation & amenity
	Public libraries, parks and open spaces, swimming pools, recreation centres, the arts, culture, museums, galleries and other amenities
	361
	7.7

	Agriculture, education, health & welfare
	Making nominations to vocational education committee and harbour boards, processing of higher education grants, veterinary services
	198
	4.2

	Miscellaneous services
	Maintaining the register of electors for elections, financial management, rate collection, coroners and inquests, courthouses, provision of animal pounds
	839
	17.8


Source: Local Government and Elected Member Booklet, 2004; Annual Financial Statement, 2012

Note: A more recent version of these functions is given in Appendix One. 

Funding of Local Government

With respect to the financing of public services, local government in Ireland is funded by a combination of central and local sources of income, including local business rates, charges and fees for goods and services, and transfers and grants from central government. Currently, revenue to finance current expenditure comes from four main sources (see Appendix Two). 

General purpose grant, financed by motor taxation receipts and an exchequer contribution (up to 2011), provides local authorities with the finance for general discretionary day-to-day activities, and for expenditure on non-national roads and certain local government initiatives;

Specific purpose grants. These are earmarked for certain activities, often undertaken on behalf of central government, and are paid annually to local authorities by certain central government departments;

Commercial rates. These business taxes are levied on the occupiers of commercial property, with the rateable valuation of a property based on an estimate of the annual rental value of the property at a specified date. The valuation is carried out by a central government agency with the annual rate decided and levied by the elected local council;

Charges and fees for goods and services. Examples include commercial water charges, housing rents, planning application fees, waste charges and parking charges. Although for many of these the charge is set locally, the actual goods/services that can be charged for are decided by central government. 

In 2013 a residential local property tax (LPT) was introduced. Although the base and rate was decided nationally, local councils can vary the rate, by +/- 15 per cent. According to legislation an amount equivalent to the LPT revenue will be paid annually into the Local Government Fund, to be allocated as general purpose grants used for equalisation and roads payment purposes. 

Local authorities are statutorily required to prepare, and adopt, a balanced budget, i.e. budgeted revenue expenditure must be met by budgeted income. 

On the capital side, expenditure by local authorities in Ireland is heavily dependent on the government’s Public Capital Programme which is determined by the central government through the annual budgetary process. In terms of funding, local government capital expenditure is financed largely by exchequer grants, internal capital receipts (e.g. development levies, sale of property, etc.) or borrowing. Borrowing must be sanctioned by the central government’s minister responsible for local government and is covered under the Local Government Act, 2001 (and, before that Sections 4 to 9 of the Local Government Act, 1960). More specifically, according to Section 106 Borrowing and Lending of Money, the Local Government Act, 2001 stipulates that “borrowing by a local authority … shall only be with the sanction of the appropriate Minister.” It goes on to state, “The Minister may, after consultation with the Minister for Finance, make regulations in relation to borrowing by local authorities.” Subject to this permission from central government, local authorities in Ireland can borrow either from financial institutions or, more likely, from state agencies such as the National Treasury Management Agency (NTMA) or the Housing Finance Agency (HFA).
3. Effective political discretion

See policy scope.
4. Fiscal autonomy

The elected council of the local authorities (city and county councils, rate-setting town councils) set commercial rates every year, but subject to a balanced budget rule (see above). From 2015 on, they have the power to adjust the residential local property tax rate, by means of the local adjustment factor (15% +/-).
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5. Financial transfer system
The share of unconditional general purpose grants to total (general + specific) grants has usually exceeded, albeit marginally, 40% in this period (in the revenue account).
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6. Financial self-reliance

Own source revenues (namely charges/fees and the business property tax, i.e. commercial rates) yield, per annum, in excess of 50% of total revenue income during this period. Large cross-council differences exist with respect to own source vs. central funding, and, in particular, between the most rural county councils (30% own source and 70% grants) and the more urban city councils (70% own source and 30% grants).
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7. Borrowing autonomy

See funding of local government, above.
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8. Organisational autonomy

The Chief Executive is a full-time position (not exceeding 10 years) appointed by the government’s Public Appointments Service. Local authorities cannot determine elements of their political systems as that is decided by the Constitution and legislation by the national parliament.
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Interactive rule
9. Legal protection

Local government in Ireland enjoys constitutional recognition but not constitutional protection. See Article 28A of Irish Constitution.
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10. Administrative supervision
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11. Central or regional access

Local authorities are represented by a number of local government associations (merged in 2014). In addition there is a state agency (the Local Government Management Agency) of the Department of the Environment, Community and Local Government. Although there is consultation, influence is limited with power residing at the central government’s Department of the Environment, Community and Local Government which oversees the operation of the local government system and implements policy in relation to local government structures, functions, human resources and financing.

CODING

Ireland scores 1.
References
Callanan, M. and J. Keogan (eds.) Local Government in Ireland: Inside Out, Dublin: Institute of Public Administration, 2003.
Department of the Environment, Community and Local Government. Annual Financial Statements, Dublin: Department of the Environment, Community and Local Government, various.
Dollery, B. E., J. Garcea and E.C. LeSage Jr (eds), Local Government Reform. A Comparative Analysis of Advanced Anglo-American Countries, Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, 2008.
Quinlivan, A. ‘The Changing Nature of Local Government in Ireland’, Administration, Special Issue, forthcoming, 2015.

Turley, G. and D. Flannery. ‘The impact of the economic boom and bust on local government budgets in Ireland’ Administration, 61 (2), 2013.

Appendix One

Local Authority Service Areas

	Housing

Tenant Support Services

Housing Liaison

Estate Management/Home Ownership

Housing Capital/Design/

Construction/Maintenance

Social & Voluntary Housing

Special Housing Needs

Architecture/RAS Scheme
	Roads and Traffic

Roads Capital Schemes

Network Management

Projects

Road Design

Plant & Machinery

Stores

Traffic and School Wardens
	Libraries

Libraries

Mobile Libraries

Archives



	Planning

County & City Development Boards*

Regional Authorities

Conservation

Enforcement/Forward Planning/

Development Management

Development Levies

Archaeology
	Waste/Environment

Refuse Collection^

Recycling/Litter Wardens/Energy Usage

Laboratories/Pollution Control

Environmental Awareness

Landfill
	Fire Services

Fire Service Operations/

Emergency Planning

	Community & Enterprise

Rapid Programme/

Economic Planning & Development

Sports

Arts/museums/Parks/Amenities

Recreation/Tourism/Sports/Heritage

Veterinary Services/Dog Control/County Enterprise Harbours/Burial Grounds/Horticulture

Public Toilets
	Water

Water & Wastewater Schemes

Water Metering Project

Drainage

Leakage Detection
	


Source: Adapted from Report of the Local Government Efficiency Review Group, 2010.

Note* In 2011/12 the government announced a plan to dissolve the County & City Development Boards, to be replaced by a Local Enterprise Office in each of the local authorities. These were in place by 2014. ^ The majority of local authorities are no longer involved in refuse collection.

Appendix Two
Local Authorities Revenue Income, 2012 

	Source of Income
	€m
	%
	%
	Source

	Charges/Fees
	1,495
	32.2
	64.4
	

	Commercial Rates
	1,497
	32.2
	
	Own/Local

	
	
	
	
	

	Specific purpose grants
	939
	20.2
	35.6
	

	General purpose grants
	716
	15.4
	
	Central

	
	
	
	
	

	Total
	4,647
	100
	100
	


Source: Annual Financial Statement, 2012, Department of the Environment, Community and Local Government; Turley and Flannery, 2013.
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