
 

Department of Rural and Community Development 

Structural Review of Public Participation Networks 

 

Input Template to Online Written Submission 

Following a competitive tendering process, Mazars (www.mazars.ie) was appointed to support the 
Department of Rural and Community Development (DRCD) in the structural review of the Public 
Participation Network (PPN). This review will assess the current structure and governance of PPNs in 
facilitating and supporting the role of PPNs in relation to civic participation.  

As part of the review process, the Department wish to engage widely. The written submission process 
represents an opportunity to provide input to the review under the relevant thematic areas.  

Please note this is an input template document only and this does not constitute a formal 
written submission. 

If you have any queries in relation to completing the written submission input template, please contact 
the DRCD team on ppn@drcd.gov.ie. 

We greatly value your views and thank you for participating in the consultation process.   

Contact Details 

PPN location: Co Wicklow 

Name of person providing input: Helen Howes on behalf of Wicklow PPN Secretariat, 

Representatives, Staff and approval of WCC  

Role: Resource Worker 

Contact Email: info@countywicklowppn.ie 

 

Thematic Areas 

Please consider the following thematic areas when completing your submission: 

Thematic Area Challenges 
Please identify the main challenges 
relevant to each theme  
e.g. What challenges are the PPNs 
currently facing? 
What gaps or obstacles exist in 
current structures? 

Opportunities 
Please identify the main opportunities 
relevant to each theme  
e.g. What opportunities are there for 
the future? 
What improvements could be made? 

Governance & 
Structure 

This theme relates to 
the structures, 
governance and 
relationships that exist 
to enable the 
appropriate functioning 
of the Public 

Different hosting arrangements and 
the uniqueness of PPNs is both a 
strength and a challenge.  One size 
does not fit all, and it can be difficult 
(but not impossible in the most part) 
to provide policies and procedures 
that will fit everyone particularly in 
relation to HR. 

The PPN Structures can be difficult to 
understand for some groups.  

Co Wicklow PPN has benefited from a 
very good hosting arrangement with 
Wicklow Travellers Group since its 
inception.  We are also fortunate to 
have a very good relationship with 
Wicklow County Council.  The 
willingness of all the stakeholders to 
discuss these relationships prior to Co 
Wicklow PPN’s establishment and 
then maintain these relationships 

http://www.mazars.ie/
mailto:ppn@drcd.gov.ie
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Participation Networks 
(PPNs) 

However, the structure needs to be 
inclusive to all and facilitated in a way 
that ensures that the collective (not 
the individual) voice is heard to 
maintain the integrity and equality 
ethos of the PPN. 

Developing and resourcing all the 
networks, linkage groups & thematic 
networks to ensure that everyone can 
engage where their interests lie is 
time intensive & difficult. 

The role of the PPN is misunderstood 
and it is often seen to be primarily a 
vessel to facilitate community 
development.  The remit of the PPN is 
to facilitate citizen engagement which 
is only one task in a large spectrum 
needed for social change.  This is 
exacerbated because there is a gap for 
support for community & voluntary 
groups like community councils & 
forums that do not fall into categories 
that would allow them supports from 
the SICAP programme, Healthy 
Ireland, etc. 

The PPN is structured to facilitate 
citizen engagement and there are 
many successful examples of this.  The 
challenge is in aligning all PPN 
Stakeholders from the bottom to top 
and back again so that they are all 
working in partnership to nurture 
each other in a way that everyone’s 
needs are being met.  This would 
allow all stakeholders to achieve their 
common goal which is to benefit and 
improve our communities.  Some of 
the main challenges to this is a lack of 
understanding in relation to roles, 
responsibilities, and limitations.  Lack 
of resources across the board has also 
resulted in a culture where everyone 
is fire-fighting in their own silos rather 
than working strategically and 
efficiently together. 

It is still difficult to see how PPN’s can 
effect real change and how it 

through the Liaison Sub-group is the 
main contributory factor.  The hosting 
arrangement is conducted with a 
facilitatory (rather than a 
management) approach and our PPN 
has independence from the Local 
Authority without being burdened by 
legal and governing requirements.  
The Secretariat understands that the 
host has legal responsibilities under 
employment & company law and the 
host understands that the Secretariat 
has some responsibility for the 
wellbeing of the staff and full 
responsibility for the PPN work 
programme.  The local authority has 
always been supportive of the 
structures, volunteers, and staff. 

The PPN Structure promotes diversity 
and inclusion across the geographic 
and social spectrum.  It reminds us of 
the need to ensure we are working 
across our 5 Municipal Districts, and 
we are including those most hard to 
reach, and our environmental voices 
as well as the many general 
community & voluntary groups. 

The PPN Structure may be difficult to 
understand but it is transparent.  The 
voluntary sector recognises the 
importance & safety of good 
governance, integrity & transparency.  
It is eager to adopt it in all the 
structures it interacts with. 

It is important to recognise the 
difference between political 
democracy and deliberative 
democracy and respect the role of 
both.  However, more opportunities 
need to be provided for PPN 
Stakeholders to promote good 
working relationships and develop 
good working practises across the 
spectrum that will enable us to reach 
our common goals. 

One of the primary strengths of a PPN 
is its ability to develop trusting 
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integrates into existing pathways.  
Sometimes it is difficult to make out if 
it is another barrier between local 
government and citizens or if it is a 
worthwhile representative body 

relationships with community groups 
and activists.  This allows them to 
make beneficial connections and 
develop networks that support and 
strengthen communities.  It also helps 
them to support volunteers and to 
build their capacity to become PPN 
Representatives. 

PPN Reps need to act more forcibly at 
meetings to understand what their 
role and brief is so that they can 
strongly engage with the process.  It’s 
not an easy task. 

Resources & 
Skills 

This theme relates to 

the resources, skills 

and supports that exist 

for PPN staff and other 

stakeholders, to 

deliver their roles 

effectively in relation to 

the PPNs 

Funding for PPNs is dependent on 
annual decision making, therefore 
there is no long-term security for PPNs 
or their workers. 

Funding for PPNs does not allow for 
illness, maternity, or any other type of 
long-term leave cover.  It does not 
provide for redundancy payments 
leaving the hosting organisations to 
either pay this from their own funds 
or depend on the government to 
cover it which then impacts on their 
rating for loans & grants. 

The job specification for a Resource 
Worker spans many different areas 
(admin/finance, HR, training/coaching, 
research, report writing, facilitating, 
consulting, policy development, 
conflict resolution and more).  It has 
the added challenge of developing and 
maintaining good working 
relationships across a broad spectrum 
of people and sectors.  In truth it is the 
work of a small team but in reality, it 
must be done by 2 people (sometimes 
only one) with the support of already 
stretched volunteers.   

The worker can often find themselves 
conflicted between the different 
stakeholders 

Because of the different hosting and 
employment arrangements for 

It is obscure to expect PPNs to 
develop Strategic Plans when the 
funding is provided on an annual 
basis.  Funding needs to be provided 
on a multi-annual basis for strategic 
and sustainable work practises and job 
security. 

While it is difficult (perhaps 
impossible) to standardise working 
Terms & Conditions across different 
hosting arrangements it should at 
least be standardised across Local 
Authorities where they are the 
employer of PPN workers. 

As PPNs become more successful and 
encourage more engagement and 
networking they will need to be 
resourced more to maintain the 
networks if the community and the 
PPN concept is to be respected and 
valued properly. 

The roles and responsibilities in 
relation to employment, work 
practises and workload should be 
understood by all stakeholders.  Best 
practise should be adhered to with the 
health and wellbeing of PPN staff 
being a mutual goal.   

More understanding of PPNs across 
government departments and more 
coordination in relation to national 
programmes and consultations would 
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workers there are different levels (and 
sometimes significant differences) of 
Terms and Conditions for workers. 

Challenges have impacted on staff 
wellbeing and staff turnover has been 
significant across PPNs leading to a 
loss of knowledge and experience 
which has in some cases resulted in 
putting some PPNs in crisis.  

There needs to be a designated 
coordination point for all PPNs that 
researches & circulates best practise 
and learning from all PPNs as well as 
maintaining it for future use when 
new people come on board or as PPNs 
need them.  Similar to this, there does 
not appear to be any benefit from any 
of the learnings and recommendations 
made in the PPN Annual Reports to 
date.   

A lot of the DRCD team’s time has 
been taken up with providing a 
coordinating service and responding 
to PPNs that are in crisis.  This has 
resulted in postponing important 
more holistic work including 
developing a PPN Communication 
Strategy and providing guidance on 
GDPR issues for PPNs.  It would also 
be more beneficial for PPNs if the 
DRCD team had more time to 
encourage the understanding of PPNs 
across government departments and 
promote engagement between 
government departments and PPNs, 
particularly the Dept Housing & Local 
Government. 

We find our PPN staff very committed 
and  they work very hard to ensure 
they carry out their remit and reach as 
many people as possible 

support PPNs to engage more 
successfully with communities and be 
more respectful of community 
contribution  

More understanding of the difficulties 
of engaging with local authority staff is 
needed 
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Participation, 
Engagement & 
Inclusion 

This theme relates to 
the general 
awareness, 
communication and 
engagement methods 
of the PPNs and their 
suitability post COVID-
19 

The PPN Structure can be difficult to 
understand.  Clear communications 
are needed to promote PPNs and 
encourage engagement with them.   

PPN Representatives take up their role 
with the hope of effecting change in 
their communities.  However, many 
Representatives report that there is 
little time for any deliberation or 
reflection within the SPCs and 
committees they sit on.  We are often 
told that primarily SPCs & the LCDC 
are presented to on work that has 
already been set in train or completed 
and asked to support or approve it.  
PPN Reps don’t feel they are 
contributing to any significant change 
and become disillusioned with the 
system.  This has led to a loss in PPN 
Reps and difficulty in recruiting new 
PPN Reps 

PPN Communications are often 
impacted by the delayed relay of 
information from other sources.  Too 
often Agendas are sent within a 
couple of days of a meeting with little 
opportunity for the PPN to circulate 
them and promote some discussion 
on them.  Consultations are often 
issued with very little time (often not 
enough) for community groups to call 
a meeting of their members to 
prepare a collective response. 

Covid 19 has changed the way PPNs 
(and other organisations) operate, and 
work has predominantly moved 
online.  This has come with challenges 
and benefits.  It has also highlighted 
that there is a huge digital divide that 
society must work to overcome.  Lack 
of finance, equipment, broadband, 
and knowledge excludes some people 
from engaging online.  Others have 
found it easier to engage online due to 
time savings on travel. 

The DRCD team has been working on 
an extensive communications strategy 
to be used across all spectrums and 
stakeholder groups.  This needs to be 
finalised and implemented without 
further delays. 

 The SPC scheme needs to be 
reviewed and changes made so that 
people feel that their (voluntary) time 
is valued and they are making a 
difference. 

We have noticed that some of our 
online events have had more 
engagement than they would have as 
physical events in the past.  We will 
use a blended method of engagement 
going forward and will continue to 
highlight the digital divide barrier.  

PPNs have developed invaluable 
expertise in organising and running 
consultations.  Coupled with this they 
have developed solid and trusting 
relationships with groups on the 
ground.  This expertise and ability 
needs to be used to better advantage 
by those wishing to consult with 
communities. 

The Department of Public Expenditure 
and Reform developed a Consultation 
Principles & Guidance guide in 
November 2016.  It is a good 
document and it needs to be 
implemented.   
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PPNs are doing the best they can in 
very difficult circumstances. 

Climate Action 

This theme relates to 
the work of the PPNs 
in relation to Climate 
Action at local level 

Co Wicklow PPN participated in the 
Climate Conversations organised by 
the Dept Environment, Climate, and 
Communications.  Not all PPNs had 
the opportunity to engage with this 
process.  PPNs did not have the 
opportunity to influence the agenda 
or consultation process. 

Climate actions has to become a lot 
more ardent, almost militant to 
illustrate how it will affect mostly 
poorer people 

The PPNs work in relation to Climate 
Action at local level is exactly the 
same as the PPNs work in relation to 
any Community Development, Social 
Inclusion or Environmental related 
work, it is primarily that of engaging 
with communities to provide 
information, provide opportunities for 
consultation and to feed back the 
community voice.  By doing this the 
PPN will support communities to take 
Climate Action at local level in their 
own sustainable way. 

Community 
Development 

This theme relates to 
how the PPN structure 
supports community 
development and 
addresses issues of 
national importance at 
local level 

In general more support is needed for 
community development.  It may be 
worth joining with other 
organisations/unions to have a 
stronger mandate to put issues to the 
forefront. 

The PPNs work in relation to any 
Community Development, Social 
Inclusion or Environmental related 
work, it is primarily that of engaging 
with communities to provide 
information, provide opportunities for 
consultation and to feed back the 
community voice.  By doing this the 
PPN will support community groups to 
do the work they do at local level. 

 

Closing Comments 
Please include any further comments you deem relevant to the structural review of the PPNs below: 
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