Speech to Communications workshop, September 2006, Craigavon


I would like to begin by welcoming this workshop and commending the Staff Commission for putting it on.  It is a major concern that almost a year on from the Secretary of State’s announcement on RPA, we are only now beginning to sort out how we will inform people about the changes that are coming.

We in local government have an important decision to make:  Are we going to take ownership of the RPA, or are we going to sit back and let it be done to us?  I have no doubt we must step up to the plate and accept that local government has to be a driver of the process and not just a passive spectator.

And each of you needs to decide where you stand in your role as communicator.  The online Cambridge dictionary defines a communicator as :- 

“someone who is able to tell people about their ideas and emotions, in a way that other people understand.”  

So the process involves person to person transfer of thoughts and feelings, in a way that they are not just heard, but really understood.  That is a very different exercise from merely circulating bits of paper, though that may be a part of it.

Did any of you see Tony Blair’s final speech to his party conference?  Whether you love him or loathe him, I think you will agree, if you saw it, it was quite a performance.  I couldn’t give a speech like that, and you may feel the same about your own ability as an orator.  But what I think we can take from the experience of hearing and seeing him is this lesson:-

 I very much doubt that he wrote the words himself, apart from the personal stuff.  But he made them his own and the audience believed that they were experiencing his ideas and his emotions.  They will remember much of what he said because they engaged emotionally with his message.  That is the challenge for us, in explaining to our audiences what new local government will be like and what will be involved in getting there.

When the Staff Commission asked me to speak on this topic in June at Stormont, they gave me 5 minutes.  Today, they have given me 15 minutes; so I can speak more slowly - and I also expect a pro-rata increase in my fee!  

I have been asked to talk about the challenge of communication.  One difficulty for you is that your audiences have different levels of knowledge about RPA.

I have been involved through SOLACE in this process from the start.  I am a member of the Working Group.  So I am as well informed as most people about RPA - and yet I struggle to grasp the complexity of the changes happening, at different rates, throughout the public sector.  I am not well informed about Health and Education; I have some grasp of how DRD, DOE, DSD, DETI and DARD will be affected; and I have a reasonable idea what we face in the North East, as we try to combine five existing councils into one new body.

If I am struggling to appreciate what is about to engulf us like a tsunami, how is it for a junior member of staff in Fermanagh or Moyle; for the citizen wondering how it will affect the bingo in her community centre on a Friday night; or for the journalist with the Derry Journal or the Down Recorder?

The challenge is to tell the stories that matter to each of these audiences, without distorting the facts. That last point is important because different audiences (e.g. staff, councillors and citizens) are not separate groups who have no contact with one another.  

Northern Ireland is a small place.  Most of you work in local government, but you know civil servants, councillors and citizens.  Staff have the same range of contacts.  The message given to civil servants, especially those who will transfer to local government, had better not conflict with what we tell our staff in local government.  If it does, confusion will be the best outcome; the worst will be a loss of trust in the messenger - and in the message.

So, who are your audiences?  In June I suggested there were at least five and, on reflection, I want to add a sixth.  The five were:-

Citizens or Customers

Councillors and Councils

Staff ( both in Local & Central Government)

Suppliers

Other Local Organisations

I list citizens or customers as the first target group, for without them none of us have jobs.  However, there is a big problem in reaching this group. RPA is not likely to be a major consideration for most of them – until they have a problem or become worried about some service they value.  (Think about the present concern about water charges).  So, the challenge is to get them the information they need, even when they don’t know they need it!

Regarding councillors, I said in June that they felt vulnerable and that is still the case.   They await details of the scheme to recognise service, the work on the new council boundaries is ongoing and many still oppose the move to 7 councils.  After the 24th November deadline has passed the issue of the number of new councils will come to a head and pressure will come on to councils to begin working in the clusters to prepare for 2009. Another issue which concerns many councillors, is the fear of taking on some of the new council services, such as planning.

Councils too are concerned about the future, since all but Belfast will be abolished in 2009.  This leads to a fear that smaller districts will lose out to larger neighbours.  But there are also concerns about where the new headquarters will be, how services will be delivered (centralised or distributed) and what will be the governance arrangements.

From a recent circular by the RPA team, Council staff know that they are all in the “RPA affected group” (as it is called), but they don’t what this will mean for them individually.  Many have no experience of working anywhere else, and even a move of ten miles is seen as a major change.  Some fear there will be no job for them, while many expect to carry on much as now.  You all know as well as I do what concerns our staff, but could I ask that you bear in mind that senior management needs to be kept in the loop in this process, so that their position is not in any way undermined?

Suppliers of goods and services to councils may not yet be aware of the potential impact of RPA.  If the restructuring produces a more centralised form of service delivery, this could have a major effect on businesses in the towns which lose out.

The fifth group are the many bodies that councils work with in partnerships.  Examples are organisations represented on Local Strategy Partnerships, Community Safety Partnerships and Investing for Health Partnerships.  All will be affected and these partner bodies need to be kept informed.

The one audience I didn’t mention in June is the media.  To some extent they are a rival body to this group, as they obviously are communicators too.  But they can be allies or enemies in the process and I would rather they were inside the tent with us.  We must figure out how to use them to best effect, to complement the other channels of communication we set up to get our message across.  And, of course, they will also be consumers of the messages we put out.

Before I finish, can I ask you also to consider how you will deal with questions?  Questions are great because they help us get a feel for how well our message has been understood.  But what will you do with questions you can’t answer?  How will you get answers, what would be a reasonable time to expect people to wait for them and will you feed back to the questioner only, or will you inform everyone?

In conclusion, I would suggest that there are at least six different local audiences to be taken into account.  It is well known that, in any change process, good communication is vital for success and yet it is rarely done well.  Local government has a record of delivering quality services and this is one task which deserves that level of treatment.  I have every confidence that, given the necessary resources, you will do an excellent job.  The people who need to be informed deserve nothing less.

J P Dempsey,

Chair, SOLACE NI

29 September 2006.
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