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Introducing Carlow Public Participation Network:

Carlow Public Participation Network (PPN) was established in July 2014 following the Department of the Environment, Community & Local Government’s directive, in alignment with the Local Government Reform Act 2014 (Section 46). The PPN was set up as an independent structure to serve as the primary link between local authorities and the community, voluntary, and environmental sectors. This network provides a platform for communities to express a diverse range of views and interests within the local government system.

With 380 diverse member groups, and three linkage groups, Carlow PPN plays a significant role in local decision-making. PPN representatives act as community voices in a variety of structures, and boards and committees; such as the Local Community Development Committee, Planning and Environment, Climate and Biodiversity Action, Energy, and Agriculture SPC, Transportation and Infrastructure SPC, Housing, Community, Wellbeing SPC,  and Culture, Libraries and Digital Development, Tourism, Enterprise and Economic Development SPC, the Carlow Tourism Board, the Carlow Joint Policing Committee, and the Carlow Heritage Forum. Through these roles, PPN representatives work diligently to ensure the community sector's needs are prioritized in local policy discussions and decisions.
Participative Democracy and Carlow PPN:
Carlow PPN is an effective example of the principles of participative democracy, where decision-making is not confined to elected officials or centralized bodies but is instead a shared process that invites community members to directly engage in governance. Participative democracy is crucial in building a more responsive and inclusive society—one that genuinely reflects the needs and values of its citizens. By involving diverse community groups in decision-making, Carlow PPN helps ensure that local governance is transparent, accountable, and in tune with the lived experiences of people across the county. The PPN network empowers citizens to contribute to shaping their environment and policies, thereby strengthening democratic participation at every level.
Basis for Submission:
During 2019, Carlow PPN brought community groups together to develop a shared vision for community wellbeing for the County of Carlow. Through these meetings and online consultations, community groups were asked what their aspirations were for their community for generations to come. These contributions have formed the’ Vision for Community Wellbeing for the County’. This guiding Vision informs the work of Carlow PPN Representatives on county policy and decision-making bodies.
What is this Vision for Community Wellbeing?
Although we often think about wellbeing in terms of good physical and mental health, it is also a combination of social, economic, environmental, cultural, and political conditions identified by individuals and their communities as essential for them to flourish and fulfil their potential. It can describe the wider conditions needed by individuals and communities to have a better quality of life, a healthier environment and increased prosperity.
Considering all the aspects of community wellbeing together helped identify actions that can be undertaken by communities alongside local and national governments.
It was developed through an open, participative, transparent process which involved all member groups.
Which Wellbeing Vision have we chosen for this Submission:
Carlow PPN has chosen the Participation, Democracy and Good Governance theme to support their submission to Carlow Local Authority Draft SPC Scheme. 
Vision:
In County Carlow, civic participation is meaningful and inclusive across all age groups, with a strong emphasis on transparency and accountability. Citizens are well-informed, understand governmental structures and processes, and actively engage with them. Local government is proactive in communicating and interacting with communities, clearly prioritizing their needs and well-being. Adequate resources and support systems are available to ensure the effective functioning and administration of community groups.  
- Mechanisms are in place to ensure that all community voices are heard in decisions that impact them.
- Best practices are consistently implemented across all agencies, organizations, and voluntary groups. 
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3.10 SPC Meetings

Given that all SPC members represent their respective nominating groups or organizations, it is essential that they be granted ample time to consult with their nominating bodies prior to SPC meetings and be able to report back promptly. To this end, we would recommend that SPC agendas be distributed at least four weeks before each meeting. This is particularly significant for PPN representatives, who carry the responsibility of representing the collective voice of the PPN, making it crucial that they have adequate time to engage with their Linkage Groups beforehand.

As SPC meetings typically occur on a quarterly basis, it is important to consider the lengthy interval before meeting minutes are formally approved for circulation. To bridge this gap, we would advocate for an agreed-upon brief report to be made available within one to two weeks of the meeting, allowing members to share the outcomes efficiently with their respective groups. This recommendation also aligns with a broader national recommendation, as outlined in the National PPN Annual Report. Additionally, we would emphasize the value of utilizing email for the distribution of correspondence, thereby promoting the timely sharing of information while reducing paper usage and postage costs—an approach reflecting both efficiency and environmental stewardship.

It is our view that training pertaining to Strategic Policy Committees (SPCs) should be made available to all members on an equal footing, including those from external sectors. Such an inclusive approach will foster a spirit of mutual understanding, nurture better relationships, and ultimately strengthen the SPC as a cohesive body. This, in turn, will lead to more informed decision-making, the development of sound policies, and significant benefits for the county as a whole.
Carlow Public Participation Network, along with its representatives, is committed to working in accordance with the Carlow PPN Representatives Charter, which clearly delineates the roles and responsibilities of our representatives. This Charter is foundational to ensuring mutual respect and guiding the expected behaviours of all PPN stakeholders. We have included a copy of the Carlow PPN Representatives Charter for your consideration, and we hope that Carlow County Council and all its committees will recognize and embody the principles and ethos laid out in this Charter. In doing so, we advance a shared culture of respect, partnership, and dedication to the common good, values that are essential in the service of our communities.

As previously outlined, Carlow Public Participation Network (PPN) represents a vibrant community of voluntary groups within County Carlow. Most of these groups are run and led by volunteers – our citizens who give of their time and energy for the betterment of their communities. Carlow PPN seeks representatives from these groups to fill community, voluntary, environmental, and social inclusion positions on the Strategic Policy Committees of Carlow County Council. 

However, it must be acknowledged that many of these volunteers are engaged in employment during standard working hours. They receive no financial compensation for time missed from work and should not be expected to forego their income or draw on their holiday allowances in order to serve their community in this capacity. Therefore, we respectfully urge Carlow County Council to consider holding some, if not all, SPC meetings outside of the usual working hours. This gesture would demonstrate a meaningful recognition of the contributions of these volunteers and would signify that their time, dedication, and efforts are truly valued. In doing so, we would reaffirm our collective commitment to an inclusive, participatory democracy that honours the contributions of all its citizens.

6.2 SPC Configuration

Carlow Public Participation Network recognizes that the structure of the Strategic Policy Committees (SPCs) comprehensively encompasses all services provided by Carlow County Council. Therefore, the PPN is committed to offering focused guidance and support to the Council, particularly concerning the formulation and implementation of policy and practice in these crucial areas.

Carlow PPN notes the format of the four SPCs has been decided without reference to community. The PPN suggests that at the turnover of local government would include representation from the PPN in constructing the SPCs. For example, the PPN would have liked to see a compatibility within each policy committee. 

We warmly welcome the new configuration of the Housing and Integration Strategic Policy Committee designed to address the complex and interconnected challenges of housing and social integration. Additionally, the challenges of climate change, biodiversity, and sustainability are of profound significance, impacting every facet of our society in complex and interwoven ways. It is, therefore, incumbent upon us all to ensure that these critical concerns are integrated into every dimension of local governance. 
To this end, we respectfully recommend that Carlow County Council take proactive measures to guarantee that environmental considerations are embedded across all four SPCs. This could be achieved by introducing an environmental seat within each SPC, thereby ensuring representation for sustainability at every decision-making level. Alternatively, it could be addressed by establishing these issues as a standing item on the agenda of the Corporate Policy Group. In this way, we ensure that environmental stewardship remains at the forefront of our collective efforts—reflecting our shared duty to future generations and the land we cherish. Attached is a submission from the Irish Environmental Network (IEN) in support of this revision.

6.4 The Nomination Process for Sectoral Representatives:

Carlow PPN nominates representatives in accordance with our Constitution.  The term of a PPN Representative is 3 years with the opportunity of sitting for a second term.  The Carlow PPN Constitution is attached with this submission.



7.7 Workflows: 

Carlow Public Participation Network acknowledges the vital importance of each Strategic Policy Committee (SPC) developing a focused Annual Workplan. It is our firm belief that every member of the SPC, including those representing external sectors, should be afforded the opportunity to contribute their local knowledge and expertise to the shaping of this Workplan. Clear and transparent procedures must be established to facilitate their input effectively. Moreover, the Workplan itself should be made accessible to all, published on Carlow County Council’s website, and accompanied by updates and evidence of its outcomes, ensuring a spirit of openness and accountability.

8. Support Measures

Carlow PPN kindly requests to be notified of whom the senior official contact person is discuss SPC matters between SPC meetings.

8.3 Training

Carlow PPN notes there is no reference to induction training or ongoing training for PPN representatives of SPCs, we suggest PPN representatives are included in the outline training plan and provided with dates for training sessions alongside other members of the relevant SPC. There is also a suggestion that there should be an expenses fund to remunerate PPN representatives who have to take time off work to attend SPC meetings which occur during working hours. 

8.4 Regulation of Lobbying Act 2015

Carlow PPN is registered with the lobbying authority and submits timely quarterly returns.

Summary of Carlow PPN Submission:

In 2019, Carlow PPN brought community groups together to develop a ‘Vision for Community Wellbeing’ for Carlow County, encompassing aspirations for social, economic, environmental, cultural, and political conditions necessary for community flourishing. This Vision serves as a guide for Carlow PPNs policy advocacy and work within local decision-making bodies.

For the current submission, Carlow PPN has focused on the theme of ‘Participation, Democracy, and Good Governance’ to support Carlow Local Authority’s Draft Strategic Policy Committee (SPC) Scheme. This vision emphasizes meaningful civic participation, inclusive decision-making, and proactive communication from local government, with mechanisms to ensure all community voices are heard.

Key recommendations include:
1. SPC Meetings: Agendas should be distributed at least four weeks before meetings, and brief reports should be available within 1-2 weeks to allow prompt feedback to represented groups. Meetings should consider volunteers’ work schedules by holding sessions outside regular hours, enabling broader participation.

2. Training and Inclusion: Training should be available to all SPC members to ensure informed participation, and there should be expenses coverage for volunteers needing to take time off work.

3. SPC Structure and Environmental Focus: Carlow PPN requests more involvement in forming SPC structures, advocating for PPN representation during changes. We suggest adding environmental considerations in all SPCs, potentially by including an environmental representative.

4. Workplans and Transparency: SPCs should develop focused Annual Workplans, with clear procedures for all members to contribute, and these plans should be publicly accessible.

5. Support and Training: Carlow PPN asks for clear communication regarding the senior official contact for SPC matters and calls for formal induction and ongoing training for all PPN representatives.

Overall, Carlow PPNs submission aims to promote inclusive governance, stronger community engagement, environmental stewardship, and better support for volunteer representatives in Carlow County.


Carlow PPN Consultation Process for this submission:

Carlow PPN circulated the Carlow County Council Draft SPC scheme to all our member groups encouraging them to engage with this process with groups indicated their intention to do so.  Carlow PPN met with the PPN Secretariat to review the draft scheme and to prepare this submission.

The draft was circulated to all members and includes the feedback submitted by the 11th Oct. 2024 deadline.

We hope that Carlow County Council finds this submission useful, that it considers the suggestions put forward carefully and that the suggestions are implemented in the new SPC scheme.  
We look forward to hearing from you in this regard.



Appendices attached:
1. Carlow PPN Constitution
2. Carlow PPN Representatives Charter
3. Irish Environmental Network submission
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