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1. The Union’s Position

1.1 Decentralisation is not a new phenomenon and the Union has had many past opportunities to grapple with the issues that the policy creates for members. Having been through previous large-scale re-location programmes, the Union’s overall policy has been honed and shaped over the years. In principle, the Union has neither favoured nor opposed Government plans to re-locate a proportion of its staff outside Dublin whenever the issue has arisen. This policy was re-affirmed at the ADC in 2001 following an announcement by the Minister for Finance in a Budget speech at the end of 1999 in which he announced of the Government’s intention to re-locate 10,000 Public Service jobs. A motion to that year’s Conference, in the name of the Education and Science Branch, sought to commit the Union to a policy of active support and the promotion of the principle of decentralisation. The motion was defeated by 77 to 73 votes, after a lengthy debate, in the course of which the Executive Committee urged Conference to retain the Union’s policy of deliberate neutrality on the principle of the issue.

1.2 The Union’s policy of neutrality on the issue, in principle, is based on the recognition of the simple fact that there are large divisions in view on the issue within the Union membership. Essentially, the membership can be broken down into three categories of background and opinion on this matter, as follows:

(a) There are thousands of members of the Union located already outside Dublin. While we do not have precise figures, the larger Government Departments such as Revenue, Social and Family Affairs, Agriculture and Food and Justice, Equality and Law Reform already have large decentralised offices plus staff in every significant provincial town in the country. A rough estimate of numbers of members is somewhere in the region of 3,000 + members. For these people, the lack of career opportunities outside Dublin has long been a problem that is capable of being rectified, in part at least, by a significant decentralisation programme.

It is reasonable to assume that a significant proportion of members based in Dublin are interested in living and working in a different location. It is difficult to be precise about numbers at this point. An attempt by the Union to conduct a survey some years ago following the initial announcement resulted in no more than a few hundred responses so it proved to be of no practical use. The failure of the employer to conduct any sort of a meaningful survey on the issue prior to the latest announcement means that there is a gap in our knowledge on this issue. It seems reasonable to assume, however, that re-locations that involve reverse commuting whether for Dublin-based staff or some staff based in existing provincial locations will prove to be popular and insofar as any conclusions can be drawn from our survey, it is that the proposed re-locations to towns within an hour or so of Dublin are likely to be heavily subscribed.

For the groups at a) and b), the proposed re-location process is a positive move. However, more than half of the Union membership is in Dublin and it is reasonable to surmise that a majority of these people wish to remain living and working in Dublin. Therefore, the Government announcement creates, for this group, a high level of apprehension and even fear.

1.3 Given the conflicting perspectives within the three groups identified, the Union has never advocated decentralisation but neither have we ever opposed it. We have treated all Government decisions as policy positions which have to be managed in the best interests of all three groups by not preventing any re-locations and not putting undue obstacles in their path while at the same time seeking to address the concerns and fears of the members in category c) in 2 above, as best we can. In the circumstances, to do anything else is neither feasible nor desirable.

2. Recent History

2.1 In the Budget speech in 1999, the Minister for Finance announced that the Government intended to engage in further large-scale decentralisation. Subsequently, it was identified that it was the intention to decentralise about 10,000 posts and that this could include whole Departments and agencies. This Union took the position, (that was followed in large measure by the other Civil Service Unions), that we were not opposed to decentralisation provided it was voluntary and, in order that some account could be taken of staff wishes, we asked that a comprehensive survey be carried out to establish the numbers interested and the locations of interest. When this was refused by the Department of Finance we grew concerned that the process of supposed consultation in which we had been engaged was no more than a smokescreen to enable the Government to declare that the Unions had been consulted in the process of the selection of locations and numbers when clearly this was not the reality of the situation. It was decided, therefore, to withdraw from the process.

2.2 In the meantime, the Union attempted to elicit members’ views by conducting our own survey. Only a total of 326 members responded, 208 of whom were Dublin-based. The response rate was too low to draw absolutely definitive conclusions – one could not, for instance, conclude that because 138 of the Dublin-based members were interested in decentralising that close to 70% of Dublin-based members were interested in re-locating!

2.3 The survey did suggest, however, that the locations of most interest were those close to Dublin and that for those located outside Dublin, the bulk of the people interested in re-locating were interested in a re-location which would change their commuting pattern. This was conveyed to the Department of Finance.

2.4 Nothing further of a concrete nature was heard until the Minister’s announcement in December 2003, although following the debate at the Union’s 2001 Conference, referred to in 1.1 above, a number of debates took place at the Union’s Conferences regarding the lack of career opportunities for members located outside Dublin. It was always recognised that, at some stage, the issue was likely to re-surface and that, inevitably, some career outlets in Dublin would be re-located elsewhere and that, as a result, the biggest challenge in the process would be to keep some level of career opportunities for those who did not wish to leave Dublin.

3. Budget Announcement – December 2003

3.1 In the Budget speech in December 2003, the Minister for Finance announced the proposed re-location of 10,300 Public Service posts from Dublin. The full list is enclosed as an Appendix. Locations have still to be chosen for over 1,300 posts. Of the remainder, about 2,500 are non-Civil Service posts and the remaining 6,500 approximately are Civil Service posts, including 8 Departments that it is proposed to re-locate in their entirety.

3.2 So far as the Union is concerned, we have members in all Civil Service Departments/Offices affected by the proposals and we have members in five of the State Bodies affected i.e., The Irish Aviation Authority; The Health and Safety Authority; Ordnance Survey Ireland; The Sports Council and FAS.

4. The Union’s Initial Reaction

4.1 In the initial aftermath of the announcement the Union participated fully in the media “frenzy”, including appearances by representatives on the main evening Television News, various Radio Talk-shows, TVs ‘Questions and Answers’ and interviews with the printed media. In all interviews, concern was expressed about the scale of what was being proposed and, in particular, about the consequences for Dublin-based staff. The absolute necessity for all re-locations to be based on the principle of voluntarism was stressed continuously and, in response, all Government spokespersons reiterated the Minister’s commitment in that regard. The purpose of the media campaign was to provide members with re-assurance on the question of voluntarism and to reflect to the general public the genuine concerns of members about the proposals. Within a week or two it became apparent that there was little point in continued regular public comment. The Government decision had been taken and the Union’s responsibility was, and is, to try and balance the needs of the three groups represented by us.

4.2 The political reality is such that Government is not going to be seen to back down in any public debate on the merits or otherwise of their proposals and “slugging it out” in public is likely to make it more difficult to resolve problems which might, otherwise, be capable of satisfactory resolution through dialogue. 

4.3 As the proposals are welcome for two of the three groups, our primary task is to try and protect, as best we can, the interests of the group based in Dublin who wish to remain in Dublin. A conscious decision was taken that this was done best out of the glare of constant publicity.

5. Re-Location Expenses

5.1 In making his announcement, the Minister had made it clear that, in line with the last phases of decentralisation, re-location expenses would not be paid. The Union had always argued in favour of such expenses and, initially at least, the media was pre-occupied with this aspect. It was made quite clear from the very outset that the Official Side had been given clear instructions on this matter and that there were no circumstances in which this was likely to change. There are precedents in other jurisdictions where such expenses are paid but no guarantee is given that all re-location transfers will be done on a voluntary basis. Very quickly, this has faded from the agenda and it is not going to be an issue.

6. Filling of Posts in Dublin

6.1 At an early stage following the Minister’s announcement, the Secretary-General of the Department of Finance, (Public Service Management), wrote to all Departments. In the letter, Departments were reminded of the Budget announcement. It was pointed out that this would have repercussions in terms of the number of posts to be left in Dublin and that it was felt to be desirable that steps would be taken to avoid any exacerbation of the problem of potential surplus posts. Accordingly, Departments were asked to take this into account when considering whether it was necessary to fill posts in Dublin for the present.

7. Decentralisation Committee/Central Applications Process

7.1 At the behest of the Unions, a sub-committee of the General Council to deal with the proposed Decentralisation was established- in order to deal with issues affecting the Civil Service. Reports of each meeting of this Body have been sent to Civil Service Branches and have been posted on the Union’s web-site. After the initial meetings, the Branches representing the five non-Civil Service areas where we have members have also been receiving reports.

7.2 This Union argued from the outset than an immediate priority had to be to establish the numbers who were interested in transferring location as continued delay would accentuate fears among those who intended to remain in Dublin. It was agreed that a Central Applications process would be established and would be organised by the Civil Service Commission. As this is being written, it is anticipated that this process will be launched in advance of the Union’s ADC. As of the time of writing, not every organisation has identified in detail the exact grade mix and numbers of posts at each level that it is proposed to re-locate and, obviously, this information is necessary so that people will have an idea of what it is they are applying for and the likelihood of their applications being successful. The bulk of the discussions in the Decentralisation sub-committee of General Council to date have been about the ‘mechanics’ of this process. Essentially, what is proposed is that staff will be entitled to identify a number of locations in order of preference where they are interested in working. The locations concerned will not be limited to those covered in the Minister’s announcement but will include every existing location of all Civil Servants as well and staff in existing non-Dublin locations will be allowed to specify choices and this could, in turn, create openings in their existing locations.

7.3 Staff who express an interest in relocating under this process prior to a date, (yet to be specified as this is being written but likely to be sometime during the forthcoming Summer), will be accommodated in their choices in the following order:

(a) First preference will be given to staff willing to transfer with their work;

(b) Second preference will be given to staff in the same grade in the same organisation;

(c) Third preference will be given to staff on existing transfer lists, in the case of the grades that we represent internal lists, where they exist, within Departments will determine the order of preference for moves within Departments, after preference having been given to staff willing to move with their work;

(d) Fourth preference will be given to staff in other Departments serving in the same or equivalent – in the case of the EO and HEO grades, this will include members in other grades in the Civil Service represented by the Union and eligible to compete in the HEO and AP inter-departmental promotion schemes e.g. HEOs will be able to apply for AO posts that are decentralising and vice-versa and also Departmental grades, such as Clerks in the Houses of the Oireachtas will be included. All groups in this pool will be treated as if they are members of the same grade, for this purpose.

7.4 After the specified date, applications will be given preference in order of date of application.

7.5 In line with previous arrangements agreed with this Union inter-departmental transfers as part of the decentralisation programme will not result in loss of service for seniority purposes.

7.6 The criteria listed in 7.3 above mean that Departments will not be able to “cherry-pick” staff. The only exception is that transfers will be subject to sick leave and performance records of staff according to existing standards and procedures.

7.7 Staff accepting a transfer as part of this programme will be accepting a liability to remain in the specified location for a minimum period, in the case of the grades that we represent, of 2 years.

7.8 Civil Servants who apply for another post in the Civil Service will have their application treated as a definite application for a transfer to that post.

8. Outstanding Issues to be resolved

8.1 The Minister’s announcement referred to a range of State Bodies to be re-located, in addition to parts of the Civil Service. The Official Side has proposed, subject to any contractual issues being capable of being overcome, that the Civil Service and all non-commercial State Agencies (i.e., not just the ones affected directly) would, for this purpose, be treated as a single entity so that e.g., a Civil Servant could apply to re-locate to a post in a State Agency and a member of staff of the Agency could be re-deployed to fill the consequential vacancy in the Civil Service and vice versa. This matter has not been agreed by any of the Unions involved and it remains unresolved. For the present, applications to take up a post in a different organisation will be treated only as part of an information gathering exercise and the issue will have to be discussed further.

8.2 A similar consideration arises in respect of inter-grade mobility. Some of the posts designated for re-location are professional and technical in nature and, in the ordinary course, they would not be inter-changeable with administrative posts. However, as part of the Central Applications process, administrative staff will be able to apply to re-locate to locations to which it is proposed to re-locate professional and/or technical posts and vice versa. Again, there has not been any agreement on inter-changeability and it is recognised that this issue will require further discussion.

8.3 The particular situation of ICT staff is recognised and the process will make provision for specific arrangements to be agreed in respect of such staff. These arrangements will take account of the wishes of staff to transfer to a decentralising location as expressed through the Central Applications process and the business needs of Departments.

8.4 Staff serving in areas that are being decentralised and who wish to remain in Dublin will have to be re-assigned either to other posts in their own Department/organisation or else, in the case of the Civil Service, to other Departments and Offices. Detailed arrangements will be discussed when a clearer picture emerges but, in the past, such transfers were done on a voluntary basis and, when there were insufficient volunteers, the ‘last in first out’ principle was applied. It is recognised that some system to enable staff to indicate preferences will be necessary although it cannot be guaranteed that preferences will be matched. There are also complicating factors in such situations such as members in receipt of allowances in the nature of pay who could suffer income loss in the event of compulsory transfer unless it was to be agreed otherwise.

9. Promotions

9.1 The biggest potentially detrimental impact on members who choose to remain in Dublin is in respect of their career prospects. Clearly, large numbers of career opportunities will be moved out of Dublin. However, it is also true that large numbers of potential competitors for promotion will also move out of the capital. Therefore, while it is undoubtedly the case that there will be fewer Dublin opportunities, it is not clear whether the medium term promotion prospects for those interested only in being promoted in Dublin will be any worse, per se, as a result of this programme. However, obviously, the purported low level of interest in re-locating among members of the higher grades generates the potential for surpluses in the higher grades in Dublin especially if, as appears to be a common belief, any shortfalls in the numbers of applicants in those grades are met by the offer of promotions as an inducement to re-locate. It is important to emphasise that the Official Side position, at this point, is that any such promotions as inducements are not what they have in mind. However, if it continues to be Government policy to shift large numbers of senior posts and in view of the age profile of the people in those posts, it is likely that in some cases there will be shortfalls in the numbers interested in transferring laterally. If promotions are offered on a significant scale to accommodate the decentralisation programme, the consequences for the career prospects of Dublin-based staff due to the existence of Dublin-based surpluses could be catastrophic.

9.2 From the point of view of the Official Side, it is equally important to avoid large-scale surpluses. The letter from the Secretary-General of the Department of Finance, (Public Service Management), referred to in 6.1 above pointed this out to all Departments with clear hints as to the possibility of not filling vacancies for the present either in Departments or Agencies covered by the announcement. While there was not an explicit instruction in the letter concerned, it would be true to say that it gave clear pointers as to the direction of Official Side thinking. In a curious paradox, there is anecdotal evidence to suggest that some organisations fearing the imposition of an imminent embargo actually filled all vacancies with increased haste.

9.3 Given the clear direction of Official Side thinking and given also the medium to long term need to provide decent opportunities for members remaining in Dublin, there was obviously an issue regarding the filling of vacancies to be addressed by the Union. When intimations were received that the Official Side was disposed to a ‘freeze’ on all promotions for a temporary period until the situation was clearer, the Union’s Executive Committee took a decision designed to head off this potential scenario. Accordingly, in February, the Union indicated that we would be agreeable, in the circumstances, to a position in which posts being filled from inter-departmental panels in Departments when the entire Department was to be decentralised, would be filled on the basis that the person on the panel would, in accepting the assignment, be prepared to move to the new location.

9.4 Unfortunately, in view of the tiny number of posts likely to be affected by this proposal, the Official Side indicated that this was insufficient and they put on record in early March their formal position seeking a ‘freeze’ on all promotions for the time being. The Union responded to this by pointing out that such a situation would be intolerable and would cause us to review our position of neutrality on this issue. It was pointed out that, inevitably, the Union would be pushed into a position of opposition to the entire programme, in which case we would have to back up our position with industrial action. The Union outlined our position to the effect that any proposal would have to provide for continued internal promotion opportunities within Departments and organisations and would have to ensure that members of existing panels would be treated fairly. Opposition was expressed also by the other Unions.

9.5 Following intensive discussions, the Official Side put a new proposal to the Unions. This proposed that all assignments from inter-departmental panels would, for the period 1 March-1 September, be conditional on the people accepting the assignments being willing to go to the location relevant to the particular Department. They reserved the right to revert to their previous position after 1 September 2004, should they deem it to be necessary.

9.6 The Union’s Executive Committee endorsed the position taken in response to the initial hardline proposal i.e., that internal promotion opportunities had to be preserved and that members on panels had to be given a fair opportunity for promotion in Dublin. Therefore, the Official Side proposal met part of this position in that internal promotion opportunities were to be retained. It was felt that, if the Official Side were willing to consider measures such as lengthening the life-time of existing, or soon to be formed inter-departmental panels, their proposals could be rendered acceptable as an alternative to a ‘freeze’ on all promotions.

9.7 Further discussion took place regarding the detail of these proposals and agreement was reached on the basis of an agreed extension of the lifetime of the AP2 Panel from the end of June until the end of September. Furthermore, as there was evidence that some assignments due to that Panel had not been made, it was agreed that where it was established that posts should have been filled previously from the Panel, any such assignment would not be conditional on the assignee’s willingness to go to the location concerned. It was agreed, in principle, that the HEO and AP, inter-departmental Panels could be extended subsequently to take account of any periods during which conditionality was attached to assignments.

9.8 Temporary agreement, pending the initial outcome of the ‘trawl’, was reached in respect of the grades represented by the Union, on the basis set out above. However, it needs to be re-stated that this agreement is only for a temporary period and further challenges in this regard could lie ahead.

10. Conclusion

10.1 Many issues that arise from the decentralisation announcement will have to be dealt with in the future. The whole administrative process is only at its very beginning. This report is not in a position to answer all questions and/or assuage all concerns. However, what can be said is that a start has been made in attempting to protect members’ interests in the process. All of the issues that have been anticipated in this report as likely to arise after the ‘trawl’ has completed its first stage such as questions of inter-changeability between different employments, the inter-action, if any, between professional/technical and administrative ‘streams’ and the longer term protection of promotion opportunities for Dublin-based members, will all arise again for discussion at that stage. Furthermore, there will be issues around the means of accommodating the wishes of Dublin-based staff in transferring within Dublin and, inevitably, there will be consequences in terms of promotion arrangements around the country with the question of regional promotion arrangements, as anticipated in ‘Sustaining Progress’, likely to come into sharp focus at a relatively early stage.

10.2 This paper does not set out answers to any of the anticipated issues that are likely to arise. Circumstances, most notably the level of interest among staff in re-locating, will help to determine the positions that the Union will have to take as time goes on and it would be foolish to suggest hard and fast positions against such an uncertain backdrop. This document is no more than a report on the background, the issues that have arisen, the steps taken to address those issues in the best interests of members and an indication of some of the issues anticipated in the future. As such, in seeking the adoption of this document, the Executive Committee is seeking the Conference’s endorsement of the steps taken to date and of a continuation of the Unions overall policy of not taking a position on decentralisation, in principle, while continuing to grapple with the practical issues that the policy creates for members of the Union.

Conference is asked to adopt this document on this basis

April, 2004
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