Building Capacity for Change -  in Context
Cllr Sean McPeake, Vice Chair, Strategic Leadership Board
Opening
Aldermen, Councillors, Ladies and Gentlemen, I would like to thank the organisers for giving me this important opportunity to address you on behalf of NILGA and hope what I have to say will sets today’s work context for you.

 I do not know about you, but a few years ago I did not hear the word ‘capacity’ very often. When I did, it was in the context of ‘how much diesel could get in my car?’  Now I hear the word all the time – and, perhaps like you, I very much welcome the opportunity today to explore in more detail what it actually may mean for us in local government.
I know we have a packed agenda ahead, so I want to make some very brief remarks touching on just three issues,
· Political Leadership, 
· Ongoing Preparations, and

· Working  together
Firstly, political leadership. It is well known that often the single most important thing in making a difference in any society is good political leadership.  We are all now celebrating the fact that we have our own local Assembly. Our party colleagues are stepping up to meet the challenges ahead.  We in local government must stretch ourselves and play our part as well!
To this end the NILGA Office Bearers met with the new Minister, Arlene Foster last Wednesday. At the meeting we pressed her to; settle the ‘numbers issue’ quickly; retain the existing commitment to build ‘strong local government’ and to urgently progress the general modernisation agenda. 

Rather unsurprisingly she wants to reappraise the Local Government RPA decisions and bring a report to the Executive in the autumn. However she reassured us that she was committed to maintaining the momentum on modernisation issues. I am happy to say she also agreed the need for political leadership structures as had been agreed by the previous Minister. She confirmed that she hoped to have her first SLB meeting towards the end of June. 
Recognising the importance of political leadership in this new context, we must prioritise building our political capacity as well as officer capacity.  We must decide who is here for the long haul? What skills do we need? What knowledge base? What support? What relationships? What organisations?  I look forward today to considering and prioritising some of these issues with you.
Secondly, I want to talk a little about the sectors ongoing preparations. The IDeA recommended in their report last year that NILGA should be resourced by central government to facilitate the engagement of the sector in the modernisation process. This is the case in the other jurisdictions. David Cairns, agreed to this but  said he also wanted to see local government contribute to the modernisation process in a meaningful way.
NILGA have therefore been pursuing two sets of actions. Firstly with support from Chief Executives, HR Officers, Finance Officers, the Staff Commission, and in liaison with the DOE, NILGA has developed an outline business case to draw down funding from the Department. 

The business case seeks resources to support political Involvement in the taskforce; a full time secretariat to deliver the actual work which will be delivered in partnership with the DOE; and resources to create a NILGA Corporate Management Team.  
The DoE has already agreed to fund a Director of Communication and Engagement at NILGA and we hope to have an officer in place in the next couple of months. We are pressing her to urgently agree the elements of the business case which support modernisation to let us move on.  As many of you will be aware, NILGA has made a good start in establishing itself as an organisation but we in no way have the capacity to deliver what is now needed. We remain somewhat frustrated with the time it is taking to acquire resources and therefore the new staff, so we welcome your patience and support as we seek to get fit for purpose.
Secondly and in parallel, many of you will know we have just completed a round of consultation with Councils.  While many raised concerns such as the need for greater engagement and the need for a greater level of detail, all of the Councils agreed to support the Modernisation process.  

I therefore believe we have undertaken most of the preparation work possible at this stage. The thing we need most urgently need is clear political direction on the way forward to facilitate any meaningful progress. We will continue to press the Minister and Assembly for this. 

My third point is one which I think should not be underplayed. It is the pressing need to work together.  Despite the current fragmented nature of local government, the one thing I can see is that the majority of people involved passionately care about finding ways to meet the needs and aspirations of our citizens.  

We all recognise that our world is changing and that can be difficult.  I believe the opportunities for moving forward are tremendous and we must not squander them, wasting our energy on protecting fiefdoms, petty arguments, jealousies, and poor communication – We can and should be bigger than that. We are all the local government family and the sooner we can find new ways and ‘the capacity’ to work together the better. 
When I think back to the first days of NILGA, many said the organisation would not last, that we could never work together.  But I know from personal experience that we in NILGA, despite our differences are developing a sense of team – and if we can do it, so can the rest of the sector. 
NILGA has therefore been meeting with, DoE, SOLACE and the Staff Commission to seek role clarity and build better working relationships. We have made good progress and we welcome the commitments already given.  
NILGA also organised a day away in April to look at our relationships generally. One important element identified was the need to rely further on our working groups for professional advice. We will shortly be writing to these groups to invite them to lend their renewed professional support as we move forward.

I am not sure how many people are aware of the NILGA RPA working Group. This group has been meeting for over 4 years and has most of key local government organisations represented on it. It now acts as a co-ordinating group and a focus for our work. We think this is helpful for all the stakeholders and will keep the role of this group under review as the Strategic Leadership Board becomes fully operational.
I remember the old adage, ‘the whole is greater than the sum of  the parts’ – and I definitely think this is the case for us.

To conclude , This is a time for renewed political leadership and I encourage all the elected members here and their parties to seek rise to the challenge. It is a time for our officers to be supported to play their professional roles in modernising our services, as many have wanted to for some years. Most importantly I believe this is a time for us to act collectively in the interests of our citizens.
I believe NILGA has a key role in supporting wider collective action. We should be seen as an integral part of local government and not distinct from it. We want to develop NILGA, not primarily as a entity in itself , but as a service to the sector and strongly owned and accountable to it. NILGA is your organisation and I invite you to engage in working with us to develop a body of which we can all be proud. 
Finally , I want  to applaud the insight on of the Training Group in organising this event.  I welcome the spirit of partnership here today and I look forward to working with you all in addressing our capacity building needs.
In closing and in keeping with my car theme I will end with a quote from Henry Ford

”Coming together is a beginning.
Keeping together is progress.
Working together is success.”
I look forward to many successes in the coming months.
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