To all Senators,
TDs

Roscommon County Councillors.

A Chara,

You may or may not be aware but one of the recommendations in the Mc Carthy Report was the abolition of 11 Vocational Education Committees (VECs) across the State to realise a saving of up to €3 million and improve the service. If adopted, this proposal would result in the reduction of VECs from 33, as at present, to 22. This is quite a drastic cut (33 1/3%) for such a small saving in the Grand Design and the figures are too symmetrical to indicate much detailed thought.
County Roscommon VEC, like many VECs across the country support  the objectives of providing a better service and saving money.  However, we believe that the recommendation on how to achieve the objectives is misguided. We also believe that, in the present economic climate, it is a false economy.

Attached is a short paper on how we, in Roscommon, view the proposal. We  are in no  doubt that similar views will be expressed by your own constituents. We ask that you give your support to ensure that the proposal is not acted upon. If acted upon, the proposal will have a detrimental effect on the already fragile structure of Rural communities. Many communities will become marginalized by dismantling a proven, sound, County structure.
It is our view that if the decision has already been made, then it has been made in a high handed and undemocratic fashion without proper consultation or a proper exploration of economic and viable alternatives. We ask for your support.

27th November, 2009.

Minister Batt O’Keefe,

Office of Minister for Education & Science,

Marlborough Street,

Dublin 1.

Dear Minister O’Keefe,

At a recent meeting of Co. Roscommon VEC it was proposed by members that you should be requested to meet a deputation from Co. Roscommon VEC to discuss submission made re future of VEC.

I look forward to a favorable response.

Yours sincerely,

______________________ 

Elma Nerney

Acting Chief Executive Officer 

1. Introduction.
1.1 County Roscommon is a land locked county bordered by 6 other counties with a population of 58,768. It has 4 main centres of urban population with a large percentage (88%) of the people living in areas designated as rural. The Vocational Education Committee (VEC), a democratically elected public body, develops and manages educational provision across all ages. It is professionally run, efficient and delivers courses which are certified under the 1999 Education Act. Unlike bigger centres of population with a large catchment population who require little effort in mounting courses, Roscommon works hard to identify emerging needs  and delivers a wide range of courses in accordance with National and Local agreements.
1.2 It is worth remembering that VECs were ring fenced through the Vocational Education (Amendment )Act 2001.This was a visionary development resulting from a massive overhaul of practices up to that point with all VECs participating. Roscommon was among the first to implement these changes. Like other VECs, it built up strong relationships with a disparate number of shareholders based on trust, local knowledge and a quick response to issues as they were identified. The proposal is to change this status irrevocably. 
2. County Structure

2.1 The County structure is deeply embedded in the local psyche and this has been recognised by Central Government by establishing County Development Boards (CDBs) and the advocation of the cohesion process which rationalised Leader and Partnership Companies. There are many compelling reasons as to why in both Local Government and Community Development, the County should be seen as the preferred administrative unit. Some of these are:- 
· The County has recognised existing democratic and open administrative structures.

· The County as an administrative unit can get feedback much more quickly from the grassroots.

· The County can recognise and respond quickly to local needs.

· The County has a high identity profile when dealing with all other agencies. 
· Government Policy has developed County structures and established CDBs with the remit to co-ordinate planning and delivery of services on a County basis.
2.2 VECs are highly flexible and are quick to respond to emerging needs in an efficient manner. Roscommon VEC is no different. Many Training Courses held in the County  are in direct response to the changing economic climate. In fact, because of a cap already in operation, we were not able to accommodate all the prospective participants. 
3. Savings and Expenditure
3.1 The first reaction in any cost cutting exercise is to reduce bodies. We contend that the same savings could be made in non-manpower areas. There are functions within the VECs, such as procurements, Human Resources, Garda vetting, payroll, IT implementation, planning of education and training provision, which could be centralised. At one time, VECs stood alone. However, in recent times there has been a major overhaul of services so that now VECs have developed a shared services model of working collaboratively. Extending this cooperation would result in a considerable saving without damaging the integral structure of VECs. 
3.2 VECs are public, democratic bodies and as such are 100% accountable. They are accountable to Oireachtas committees as well as the Public Accounts Committee and are subject to rigorous audit by the C&AG. They also report directly to the Dept. of Education.

3.3 Consider this. If the proposal to reduce 33 VECs to 22 VECs were to be implemented, the suggestion is that €3 million would be saved. This saving is the equivalent of 0.003% of the FAS budget allocated in each of the past 10 years. During that same period VECs increased their workloads, and their profiles, without a commensurate increase in funding, whilst the State Agency had difficulty in proving its worth.

3.4 Should the proposal be implemented, 50% of the remaining VECs would need to be rebranded to take account of the new organisation. The cost for this would be far in excess of the proposed €3 million savings! One need only look to the dissolution of the Health Boards and their absorption into the HSE to get a flavour of this. Do we want to create another unmanageable nightmare?  
3.5 Neither does it follow that the amalgamation of certain functions will produce any savings. Local control can ensure a tighter Organisation and a better service to the Public. It would be better if each VEC was asked to review its practices and come up with Non-Manpower savings. It would be best if each VEC was asked to review the amount of photocopying on one side of paper. A structure already exists within the IVEA and VECs to carry out such a review and we can guarantee that it will produce the necessary savings across the Country equal or better than the amount now being sought these would be actual savings as opposed to notional ones that are being proposed.
4.   Conclusion.
4.1 We believe that VECs as they are currently constituted have a huge amount to offer Irish society in the present economic climate; both now and in the future. VECs have faced many challenges over the course of their history but their deep rooted identity with their local communities and with their County/City structures have, in all cases, been recognised as a key and valuable asset. This asset deserves to be preserved in the interests of both the community and national development/cohesion 

    “We trained hard – but it seemed that every time we were beginning to form up into teams, we would be reorganised. I was to learn later in life that we tend to meet any new situation by reorganising, and a wonderful method it can be for creating the illusion of progress while producing confusion, inefficiency and demoralization.”

 4.2 These words were written by Gaius Petronius, a Roman centurion, in A.D. 66 and it would appear that we have learned nothing in the intervening period. The proposal in the McCarthy Report with regard to VECs appears to be ill thought out and smacks of a desk top exercise to punish an Organisation which has reformed itself over the last number of years into a cost effective, efficient body which delivers a much needed service to Local Communities. None more so than here in County Roscommon. Any attempt to dismantle this structure will victimise Rural Communities, produce geographic isolation and further marginalize another Rural County.
