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Chapter 1 - Background to review and terms of reference

This report is one of the first reviews undertaken by this Department in response to the Government

decision which provided that Departments would undertake a review of all expenditure

programmes.  It was chosen as a follow-on to the reports prepared by external consultants and in

view of the schemes’ importance in the context of encouraging and supporting personal and

community development initiatives in marginalised communities.  The report followed the standard

terms of reference which applied to all reviews across the civil service with appropriate

modifications specific to the scheme.

Chapter 2 - Background to grants schemes for men’s and women’s groups and
current  position following 1998 budget

The scheme of grants for Locally-based Women’s Groups was introduced in 1990 to provide grants

to groups involved in programmes of self-help and personal development designed to tackle poverty

and disadvantage.  The scheme for Men’s Groups was introduced in 1994 to provide support for

personal and community development work with disadvantaged men.  Following external reviews

of both schemes, they were amalgamated (together with a third, similar scheme, the Scheme of

Grants to Lone Parent Groups)  into one scheme - Scheme for Locally-Based Community and

Family Support Groups - with effect from 1998.

Chapter 3 - Expenditure review, with conclusions and recommendations

This chapter addresses each of the individual terms of reference in turn and where appropriate

makes recommendations for the future.  These recommendations relate to the new amalgamated

scheme.

3.1 Identifications of the objectives of the scheme



3

The overall objective of the funding provided under this scheme is to address social exclusion

through assisting voluntary and community groups in disadvantaged areas in a process of

development in order to achieve the potential of community action and to improve the quality

of their lives.  The specific objectives of the Scheme of Grants for Locally-Based Community

and Family Support Groups are to support a range of self-help activities designed to provide a

first step for individuals to escape from poverty and disadvantage and to improve family life

in disadvantaged communities, by providing small scale funding to local community groups.

3.2 Do these objectives remain valid and compatible with the mission and current strategy
of the Department?

The mission of the Department is “to promote social well-being through income and other

supports which enable people to participate in society in a positive way”.  The Scheme is

compatible with that mission in that it is a support mechanism, other than income, designed to

assist disadvantaged people participate in society in a positive way.

3.3 Extent to which these objectives have been achieved

The evidence of the value of the grants comes from the conclusions in the external reviews

undertaken and also in other reports and evaluations undertaken by a number of local groups

themselves, which show they have been very successful in relation to the objectives set.

A 1991 review of the grants for Women’s Groups undertaken by the Combat Poverty Agency

reported that 70% of groups stated that the work they undertook would not have been possible

without the grant they received.  The main benefits listed by the groups were - Social Contact,

Support, Improved Coping Skills, Increased Self-awareness and Self-confidence, Improved

Family and Community Relations, Access to Information and Learning Opportunities and

Reduced Dependency.  The report concluded that the scheme was a vitally important,

essential and encouraging first step in the process of enabling women’s groups to continue
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and develop their work, which can have an invaluable role in the combating of women’s

poverty.

In 1997 the Department commissioned a further review.  Its purpose was to suggest a

framework to deal with funding of women’s groups at different levels of development and to

suggest mechanisms for selection of groups for different levels of funding.  While this review

was not an evaluation of the scheme, it is worth noting that the report concluded that the

Department should continue to fund women’s groups as women are a majority of those living

in poverty and experience multiple forms of disadvantage, including inequality, isolation, low

pay, economic dependency and unemployment.

A 1997 review of the Men’s Grants Schemes found that the perception of the scheme amongst

funded groups was positive or very positive.  The review concluded that the impact of the

groups on their wider community was limited.  This was unsurprising given the small scale

nature of the grants and the fact that community development work is recognised as being

slow in the early stages.

3.4 Level and trend of (a) the cost and (b) the staffing resources associated with the scheme

In 1997, the expenditure on the 3 schemes subsequently amalgamated was £1.594 million,

with the bulk of the expenditure going on women’s groups.  The precise amount to be spent

on specific groups in 1998 will depend on overall demand and the assessment of the various

applications at Regional level.

Voluntary and Community Services Section (VCS) has 11 staff. About one third to one half

of the their time is engaged in administration of the Level 1 schemes (page 38).  Involvement

at Regional level varies from region to region. On average the staff commitment to Level 1

schemes per region is equivalent to 25% of 1 APs time, 17% of 1 HEOs time, 8.5% of 1
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EO/SOs time and 16% of 1 COs time.  Approximately 60% of VCS time and 50% of

Regional time on Level 1 schemes is devoted to this amalgamated scheme.

3.5 Definition of the outputs associated with the programme activity and identifying the
level and trend of those outputs

The outputs are the number of grants and the level of funding, as well as the number of people

who have directly benefited from the work undertaken.  The trend has been for expenditure to

rise while the number of individual grants has fallen.  (This is due in part to the introduction

of a different basis for paying grants to ICA guilds.)  An examination of a random sample of

files for groups which received once-off grants in 1996 suggest that a total of 43,200 people

benefited directly from funded work in 1996 (average grant of £28 per person).

3.6 Comment on how efficiently and effectively the schemes have achieved their objectives
over the short and long-term

In relation to administrative efficiency (the ratio of outputs to resources), this scheme needs to

be assessed as part of an overall package of community development and family support

schemes operated by VCS.  By its nature - large number of grants for relatively small

amounts of money - the administration of this scheme is labour intensive.

Available funds are allocated to each Region in strict proportion to the Region’s share of the

total population.  The individual Regions then allocate their funding within counties and areas

in proportion to overall population, but with specific targeting of clusters of disadvantage

within those areas.  Thus, the actual number of grants allocated and amount expended in areas

will be adjusted where appropriate to skew assistance towards a “weaker” area.  Areas of

need which show dormant demand are also targeted under VCS schemes.

Duplication of funding is defined by the Working Group as funding being provided for the

same purpose by more than one statutory agency, except as part of planned collaboration by a

number of agencies in supporting a specific project.  While the Working Group finds that this
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scheme is focused, precisely defined and not duplicated by any other grants scheme, there is

inevitable overlap at the margins with some schemes operated by other agencies.  While the

overall complexity of the administration apparatus is not within the terms of reference of the

Working Group, the Group feel that it is an issue that needs to be addressed and note that the

forthcoming White Paper on Voluntary Activity has as an objective the development of a

more coherent framework of support for the voluntary and community sector.

3.7 Evaluating the degree to which the objectives warrant the allocation of public resources
on a current and ongoing basis

Community development is a slow process and community-based initiatives to tackle deep-

seated social exclusion and marginalisation take time to bear fruit.  A sustained commitment

by the Department is required over time before lasting results are manifest.  The Group

concluded that public resources should continue to be provided for this type of activity.

3.8 Examining the scope for alternative policy and/or organisational approaches to
achieving the objectives on a more efficient and effective basis

Effectiveness.  The amalgamated scheme needs to be reviewed again in the light of

experience and changing circumstances over the next 3 years or so.  The new scheme

continues the existing supports while giving the Department the flexibility to respond to the

needs of local community development groups that comprise both men and women.  It allows

for multi-annual commitments to be made, in addition to the usual once-off grants.  The

Department’s range of grants schemes and programmes are now grouped at different “levels”

to meet specific needs and to provide a development path for groups.  There is an ongoing

programme of delegation of responsibility from VCS to the Regions. It is intended to ensure

proper assessment of  applications and monitoring of grants at local level, as well as

maximising opportunities for co-ordination with other agencies in identifying  opportunities

for collaboration and gaps / duplication in services.
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Efficiency.  The length of time it takes to assess the annual applications, approve grants and

pay them is an issue that has been raised again and again by funded groups, by representative

and umbrella groups in the voluntary and community sector and in the 3 external reviews

referred to in this report.  A number of changes were introduced with effect from 1998 and

their degree of success will be reviewed at end-1998.  However, it is clear that, given the

inevitable constraints of a system based on annual applications, these changes of themselves

can only have a minor impact.  Having looked at some alternatives the current arrangements

are the most appropriate in the circumstances.

3.9 Specifying suitable performance indicators which can be used to monitor and evaluate
the schemes in the future

Measurements of administrative efficiency are set down in the 1998 VCS Business Plan.  The

Group consider that the evaluation of the effectiveness of the assessment process in terms of

(a) resources expended on most disadvantaged groups, (b) individual grants proportionate to

quality of work and number of beneficiaries, and (c) numbers of groups who achieve

progression in their work over time, would be best and most cost-effectively met by a study of

a suitable sample of funded projects undertaken from time-to-time by external consultants.

Data in relation to (a) numbers of projects approved which fail to get off the ground and (b)

incidence of inappropriate use of grants allocated can be recorded on an ongoing basis by

VCS staff.

The intangible outcomes of the scheme are not amenable to quantitative measurement.  The

Group recommend that the Department (a) develop standard performance indicators and

guidelines to be used  by groups under this scheme, (b) fund evaluation of their work by

groups as part of the scheme and disseminate the results to other groups as models of good

practice and (c) commission a social impact study of a sample number of groups in 1998 and

at 3 to 5 year intervals thereafter.
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Chapter 1 - Background to review and terms of reference

1.1  Background to the Review

1.1.1   The Co-ordinating Group of Secretaries established under the Strategic Management

Initiative identified a “need for a systematic analysis of what is actually being achieved by

the £12 billion in Government resources spent annually” and recommended that

“agreements between the Department of Finance and individual Departments on delegated

authority for programme expenditures (should) provide a schedule of reviews of expenditure

to be carried out during the currency of the agreement, with the aim of ensuring that each

programme of expenditure is subject to a thorough review at least once every 3 years”.1

The Government accepted this recommendation and has approved a programme of reviews

with the twin aims of providing:

* a systematic analysis of what is actually being achieved by expenditure in each
spending programme and

* a basis on which more informed decisions can be made on priorities within and between
expenditure programmes.

1.1.2 The women's and men's grants schemes were chosen for one of the first reviews as a follow-

on to the reports prepared on the schemes for the Department by external consultants

(Sourcelines and Cousins) and in view of the schemes' importance in the context of

encouraging and supporting personal and community development initiatives in

marginalised communities.

                                                
1 Delivering Better Government - A Programme of Change for the Irish Civil Service (1996). Stationery Office. Dublin.
Page 60.
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1.2  Structure of Review Programme

1.2.1 The reviews, in this Department, are being carried out by Working Groups chaired at

Principal level and made up of officers from the policy and user sections of this Department,

other Departments, as appropriate, and the Department of Finance.

1.2.2 The Working Groups report to a joint Department of Finance/Department of Social,

Community and Family Affairs Steering Group, which was been established within the

Department to oversee this Department's programme of reviews. This Steering Group is

chaired by the Secretary-General and is composed of appropriate officers at Assistant

Secretary and Principal levels from both this Department and the Department of Finance.

1.2.3 Centrally, a Steering Committee has been established to oversee the Civil Service wide

programme of reviews and this report has been prepared with this Committee in mind as the

intended audience.

1.2.4 The Men's and Women's Grants Schemes Working Group was established in May 1998 and

met on 3 occasions. A final report was submitted to the Steering Group by end-June 1998.

The membership of the Working Group is as follows:-

Bernadette Lacey DSCFA, Voluntary & Community Services
Deaglán Ó Briain DSCFA, Voluntary & Community Services
Deirdre Nichol DSCFA, Planning
Tina Stallard  DSCFA, Voluntary & Community Services
Jimmy Glynn  DSCFA, Western Region
Paddy Shields DSCFA, North East Region
Tony Gallagher Dept. of Finance
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1.3  Terms of Reference

1.3.1 The Terms of Reference for the review were based on standard terms of reference which

apply to all reviews across the Civil Service with appropriate modifications specific to this

scheme.  They are as follows:

To examine and report on the men's and women's groups grants schemes with a view to

(a)  identifying the objectives of this support for community groups;

(b) considering the extent to which these objectives remain valid and compatible
with the mission and current strategy of the Department;

(c) evaluating the extent to which these objectives have been achieved;

(d)  establishing the level and trend of the cost and the staffing resources associated
with the scheme activity; 

(e) defining the outputs associated with the programme activity and identifying the
level and trend of those outputs;

(f)  commenting on how efficiently and effectively the schemes have achieved
their objectives over the short and long-term having regard to:

· the extent to which the most marginalised groups and individuals have
been reached by the schemes;

· the extent to which the schemes have had a real impact on the quality of
life of participants;

· the extent to which the schemes have fostered the emergence of
community leadership in disadvantaged communities and facilitated 
participation by such communities in Programme for Local Urban and
Rural Development partnerships and other local development and 
social development initiatives;

· the extent to which people have been enabled, by involvement in
activities funded under the schemes, to progress further to mainstream
job, education and training opportunities;

· any possible duplication with other relevant state funded initiatives;

 (g) evaluating the degree to which the objectives warrant the allocation of public
resources on a current and ongoing basis;

 (h) examining the scope for alternative policy and/or organisational approaches to
achieving the objectives on a more efficient and effective basis;

(i) specifying suitable performance indicators which can be used to monitor and
evaluate the schemes in the future.
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Chapter 2 - Background to grants schemes for men's and women's groups and
current position following 1998 budget

2.1  Background to Schemes

2.1.1 The Department of Social, Community & Family Affairs operated separate grant schemes

for locally-based women's groups (since 1990) and locally-based men's groups (since 1994).

Details of the annual allocations for those schemes, number of applications and number of

grants allocated in the period 1992 to 1997 are contained in Table I (page 27).

2.2  Scheme of Grants for Locally-Based Women's Groups

2.2.1   This scheme was introduced in 1990 to provide grants to locally-based women's groups

involved in programmes of self-help and personal development designed to tackle poverty

and disadvantage.

2.2.2 It provided assistance for the costs of projects such as those which:

* encourage self-help and personal development for women working in the home;

* develop parenting skills;

* encourage the active participation of women in their community; and,

* help address social problems such as stress and isolation.

2.2.3 Projects carried out by locally-based women's groups which meet one of the above

objectives could qualify for a grant. As with all the Department's schemes of grants for

community groups, it was a requirement that projects should involve those who would

benefit from the projects in the running of and where possible the design of the project itself.

Priority was given to projects in disadvantaged areas or working with disadvantaged groups.
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2.2.4 The range of activities funded included home management programmes, advice services,

self-development programmes, community education, women's health programmes, young

parent's groups, projects for women affected by family violence, Travellers projects,

leadership skills, carers groups, community development and arts and crafts courses leading

to personal and community development. Grants were available for costs involved in

organising activities and running programmes for which funding is sought; for example, the

cost of accommodation, equipment, materials, books, fees for tutors and creche facilities for

women participating in activities.

 

2.3  Scheme of Grants for Locally-Based Men's Groups

2.3.1 The scheme was introduced in 1994 in response to the number of applications that had been

received in previous years from men's groups under the Scheme of Grants for Locally-Based

Women's Groups. The introduction of the scheme was in line with the recommendation of

the Commission on the Status of Women that the Scheme of Grants for Locally-Based

Women's Groups should be expanded to apply to groups including disadvantaged men as

well as women (paragraph 2.6.4 of the Report of the Second Commission on the Status of

Women). The objective was to provide support for personal and community development

work with disadvantaged men. The new scheme was introduced in recognition of the

particular difficulties all community development projects seem to face in encouraging

participation by men. Under the scheme, grants could be made for a wide range of activities

covering personal and skills development for men. These included, the establishment of new

men's groups, personal development work and jobs clubs and skills training. The modest

level of expenditure and number of individual grants allocated as compared with the

corresponding figures under the Scheme of Grants for Locally-Based Women's Groups,

reflects the difficulties of undertaking this type of work with men and the fact that the

emergence of men's groups has been a more recent phenomenon.



13

2.4  Current position

2.4.1 Following external reviews of both schemes (see Chapter 3 below), they were amalgamated

(together with a third, similar, scheme, the Scheme of Grants for Lone Parent Groups2) into

one scheme with effect from 1998. A description of the new scheme is at Appendix A.

2.4.2  The existing separate schemes were streamlined arising from concern that having three

separate such schemes was unduly inflexible in that it tended to force some groups to seek to

fit into a category narrower than their actual work (e.g. Family Support Groups, Traveller

groups, local community development groups) and did not explicitly cater for other

disadvantaged target groups (disabilities, for example, where numbers of local self-help

groups have emerged in recent years).

                                                
2 While this scheme was not subject to a specific external review, the Department considered that it was sufficiently
similar to the Men's and Women's Grants Schemes for the outcome of the reports on those schemes and the subsequent
internal examination of their findings in the Department to be applied to the Lone Parents scheme also.
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Chapter 3 - Expenditure review, with conclusions and recommendations

This chapter addresses each of the individual points in the terms of reference for the review in turn

and, where appropriate, makes recommendations for the future. As the two specific schemes are

now part of an amalgamated scheme - the Scheme of Grants for Locally-Based Community and

Family Support Groups - the discussion in this chapter and the recommendations relate to that

amalgamated scheme.

Also as the Department's various schemes and programmes of support for community and family

support groups form an integrated package of support for community development (see page 38),

we recommend that the next round of reviews might best examine the entire support package, rather

than individual components in isolation.
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3.1  Identification of the objectives of the scheme

3.1.1  The overall objective of the funding provided under this scheme is to address social

exclusion through assisting voluntary and community groups in disadvantaged areas in a

process of development in order to achieve the potential of community action and to

improve the quality of their lives. 

3.1.2 Voluntary and community groups play an important part in improving the quality of the

lives of people by helping them to develop the capacity to change their situation for the

better.

3.1.3 Firstly, at the personal level, participation in the work of local community groups can be a

vital first step for marginalised individuals to assist them overcome problems such as social

isolation, low self-esteem and social skills and sometimes an inter-generational culture of

dependency and apathy that prevents them from realising their potential and availing of

training, educational and other services that may be provided by statutory agencies, but not

in practice accessible to them because of lack of self-confidence, etc.

3.1.4  Secondly, community groups have an important role to play in collective action by

disadvantaged communities aimed at addressing problems that affect them. Community

development must be an integral part of any effective local development process if it is to

successfully address issues of poverty and social exclusion. If the marginalisation and

powerlessness experienced by people living in urban and rural areas of multiple deprivation

is to be tackled, then it is essential to help make it possible for the people involved to

participate effectively and to assist them to act collectively. Initiatives and programmes to

tackle social problems or promote local development will be far more successful if they
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involve those with direct experience of the problems in designing and implementing

solutions.

3.1.5 However, community groups require external financial and other supports to enable them to

realise this potential to play a real part and have a real say in their own development. For

that reason the Department supports local self-help and community development initiatives

as a vital component of an overall strategy to tackle poverty. These grants schemes are

aimed at helping people develop the confidence and the capacity to participate as partners

alongside statutory agencies and others in local development initiatives.

3.1.6 The overriding criterion for eligibility for funding is degree of disadvantage. In allocating

grants, priority is given to suitable projects put forward from the most disadvantaged groups

and areas.

3.1.7 The grants schemes concentrate on a wide range of support for local self-help groups,

community development, welfare rights and information work, and on the provision of seed

money to enable community groups to pilot initiatives identified as meeting new and

emerging community needs. Eligible groups subscribe to a self-help, community

development ethos and must involve the intended beneficiaries in the management and

design of the project. These grant schemes are aimed at developing people and their capacity

to participate in society, rather than at the provision of services or at direct economic

development or job creation initiatives.

Scheme of Grants for Locally-Based Community and Family Support Groups

3.1.8 The specific objectives of the Scheme of Grants for Locally-Based Community and Family

Support Groups are to support a range of self-help activities designed to provide a first step
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for individuals to escape from poverty and disadvantage and to improve family life in

disadvantaged communities, by providing small scale funding to local community groups.

Within that broad objective, particular emphasis is placed on actions which

* encourage self-help and personal development for marginalised women and men and
specific target groups with special needs, such as Travellers and people with
disabilities;

* help address social problems such as stress and isolation;

* develop parenting skills and improve family life;

* prepare participants to return to work or to take up second chance education
opportunities, and

* encourage the active participation of people in their community and development of
community leadership skills.

3.1.9 The scheme is also designed to fit within an overall framework of grants schemes that

provide a range of funding to meet different needs and allow a possible progression path for

local groups as they and the impact of their work develops over time.
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3.2  Do these objectives remain valid and compatible with the mission and current strategy
of the Department?

3.2.1 Yes, they do. The Department's first formal statement of strategy, Open, Fair and Caring,

was published in 1996. The mission set down at that time was "to promote social well-being

through income and other supports which enable people to participate in society in a

positive way". This has been reaffirmed in the new strategy statement, Inclusion, Innovation

and Partnership, which covers the years 1998 to 2001. The Scheme of Grants for Locally-

Based Community and Family Support Groups is clearly compatible with this mission in

that it is a support mechanism other than income designed to assist disadvantaged people

participate in society in a positive way. Poverty remains a priority issue and support for

community groups remains a vital and effective element of an overall strategy to tackle it.

3.2.2 The Department's current statement of strategy sets out a number of policy aims and the

actions that will be taken to achieve these aims. The following are specifically relevant to

these grants.

6.1  To promote an inclusive society in which people can participate in a positive way, by
understanding the underlying causes of poverty and exclusion and addressing the
needs of those people affected.

6.5 To encourage self-help and empowerment through the community structure in
recognition of the beneficial effects which can be attained through seeking and
achieving solutions to community problems by local participation.
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3.3  Extent to which these objectives have been achieved

3.3.1 As a large number of individual grants (approx. 1,000 per annum) for relatively small

amounts of money (usually in the range £200 to £3,000) are involved, it is not really feasible

or cost-effective to compile comprehensive data to quantify the work of all the local groups

in receipt of relatively small amounts of money under this scheme.

3.3.2 The evidence of the value of the grants, instead, comes from the conclusions in the external

reviews undertaken (see below) and also in other reports and evaluations undertaken by a

number of local groups themselves, which show they have been very successful in relation

to the objectives set. A feature of much comment on the grants schemes is how cost-

effective they are, in the sense that local groups have been able to undertake considerable

programmes of activities on the basis of modest funding and have, over a period of years, a

real impact on the quality of life of the participants and on the wider community.

3.3.3 There have been 3 external reviews of the Women's grants (1990 and 1997) and Men's

grants (1997), which are discussed below. While the findings of these reviews are relevant

both to this term of reference and to (f) which is dealt with at paragraph 3.6 below, they are

presented here for coherence and to avoid repetition.

3.3.4 The Scheme of Grants for Locally-Based Women's Groups was reviewed by the Combat

Poverty Agency in 1991.3  The Agency's report examined the work undertaken by one

hundred and eighty groups which received funding under the scheme. The report concluded

that some 6,000 women had benefited directly from the work which was undertaken with

this funding. The report, although written 8 years ago, is still a very good statement of the

                                                
3 Report on the Department of Social Welfare's Grants Scheme for Locally-based Women's Groups (1990). Cris
Mulvey. Combat Poverty Agency. 1991. Research Report Series No. 8.
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benefits of the work undertaken by local women's groups and its conclusions are therefore

quoted extensively in this regard.

3.3.5 The report analysed the applications in relation to one hundred and eighty groups funded in

1990 and surveyed each of the groups involved and analysed their responses under a number

of headings. Of the total of one hundred and eighty groups, one hundred and thirty two

groups responded to the survey. Ninety three (70%) stated that the work they undertook

would not have been possible without the grant they received. The groups that responded to

the survey reported that the scheme enabled them to provide better quality and a greater

variety of programmes. Particular satisfaction was expressed with the following aspects of

the scheme:-

- provision of funding specifically for work with women;

- the targeting of community-based groups in disadvantaged areas;

- access to funds directly by grass-roots groups;

- payment of the grant in advance of the activity or project being undertaken.

3.3.6 The report also indicated that fourteen (8%) of the groups funded were involved in work

which trained women for active participation in the development of their communities.

While the number of groups involved in this type of work was lower than the number

involved in personal development initiatives this variation demonstrates the length of time it

takes to engage individuals in broader community development initiatives and illustrates the

progression path that many groups and individuals follow, becoming involved initially in

social activities that may eventually lead to personal development and ultimately community

development initiatives.

3.3.7 Dissatisfaction expressed by the respondents related mainly to matters to do with the

administration of the scheme (its once-off nature (as originally announced in 1990), the
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perceived complexity of the application form, need to get a tax number and consequent

delays in receiving payment), but also to the lack of back-up support and advice for groups.

3.3.8 The report also compiled detailed profiles of thirteen funded groups and their work. Copies

of 3 sample profiles (Togher Family Centre, Bawnogue Women's Group and WEDGE) are

attached at Appendix B. These illustrate the range of activities local groups undertake with

DSCFA funding and include personal testimony by participants on the impact the work had

for them in their own lives.

3.3.9 A significant number of groups were enabled to set up or run programmes as a direct result

of the scheme - eighty-four of the groups were less than a year old. In relation to the benefits

of the scheme, the main responses (in order of frequency, but the report does not quantify

numbers of responses under each heading) were:-

1.  Social contact
The most dramatic and immediate benefit described by all the women who
participated in the survey was that of relief from the boredom, the stress and the
loneliness which they experience as a result of poverty and unrelieved housekeeping
and childcare.

2.  Support
The "break" from the children and from the house, the social contact and resulting
friendships, provided invaluable sources of support for all the women.

3.  Improved Coping Skills
Women emphasised that such opportunities renew and increase their ability to cope
more effectively, and more happily with themselves, with their children, their partners,
and with the problems they face in their everyday lives.

4.  Increased Self-awareness and Self-confidence
This was mentioned over and over again by the women who participated in this
research. According to them, many women isolated in the home experience a severe
loss of identity and self-confidence. The opportunity to meet other women, to develop
new interests and skills and to make a contribution outside their own homes seems to
bring a remarkable growth in self-awareness and self-esteem.

5.  Improved Family and Community Relations
Such self-confidence has the spin-off effect of improving family and community
relations. As they begin to fulfil their own potential many women find new ways to
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express themselves. Their relationships inside and outside the family are enhanced and
many feel encouraged and motivated to take a more active role in their communities.

6.  Access to Information and Learning Opportunities
Many women commented on the difference which education, new information and
increased skills are making to their lives. Through their group they are gaining access
to information, to services, and to learning opportunities which had hitherto been
closed to them. They feel more in control of their own lives and of the lives of their
families. Moreover, many women talked of finding themselves acting as resource
people for others in their community.

7.  Reduced Dependency
Many women who took part in the activities funded by this scheme spoke of feeling
able to begin to reduce their dependency on state services and welfare. A significant
number of the participants have gone on, or intend to go on, to take up paid
employment, full-time formal education, or community involvement, which, according
to themselves, they would never have considered without the experience and
confidence they have gained through their local women's group.

These findings showed that the scheme was meeting its objectives.

3.3.10 The report concluded, on the basis of an assessment of the nature of women's poverty and of

the work made possible by the grants, that the scheme was a vitally important, essential and

an encouraging first step in the process of enabling women's groups to continue and develop

their work, which can have an invaluable role in the combating of women's poverty. The

report observed that, given that society delegates to women the primary and central

responsibility for caring, the well-being of women is essential to the well-being of society.

Women's poverty therefore has serious implications for society as a whole. Community-

based groups can be remarkably successful in meeting immediate needs for social contact,

information, support and advice. They can also provide improved access to services and

resources and raise self-esteem and self-confidence. These are vital first steps to find ways

out of poverty.4

3.3.11 In 1994, the Department started to provide enhanced funding (£8,000 per annum) with a 3

year commitment to some twenty of the more established women's groups funded under the

                                                
4 ibid. page 53
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scheme. The purpose of this innovation in the scheme was to allow more developed groups

to build further on their achievements to date and deepen the impact of their work on women

and the local community in general.

3.3.12 The Department commissioned, in 1997, the Review of Scheme of Grants for Locally-Based

Women's Groups to review this scheme and the different levels of funding available to such

groups. The report5 was published in October 1997. The purpose of the review was to

suggest a framework to deal with funding of women's groups at different levels of

development and to suggest mechanisms for selection of groups for different levels of

funding, rather than to evaluate the women's grants scheme. The report's recommendations

in this regard were taken into account in the reform of the various once-off grants schemes

in 1998.

3.3.13 Some of the conclusions and recommendations in the Review of Scheme of Grants to

Locally-Based Women's Groups are of specific relevance to the Review of Programme

Expenditure exercise. The report concluded that the Department should continue to fund

women's groups as women are a majority of those living in poverty and experience multiple

forms of disadvantage, including inequality, isolation, low pay, economic dependency and

unemployment. Empowering women, through community development, to tackle issues that

affect them is essential if such social problems are to be addressed. Women's groups remain

the main vehicle for fostering participation by disadvantaged women in community

development work.

                                                
5 Review of Scheme of Grants for Locally-Based Women's Groups: A Report commissioned by the Department of
Social, Community and Family Affairs. Sourcelines Consultancy. October 1997.
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3.3.14 Gender-specific anti-poverty work remains important today - see the discussion on women's

poverty in the National Anti-Poverty Strategy6. The burden of poverty in low-income

families often falls on women. Their burden of poverty goes beyond material poverty

because of the obstacles to social participation resulting from child-rearing or family

responsibilities, because of economic dependence, because of the difficulties of struggling to

bring up families on low incomes and in poor environments, because of parenting alone,

because of barriers in accessing education, training or employment opportunities, because of

a lack of adequate, accessible or affordable childcare facilities, or because some women are

victims of domestic violence.

Review of Men's Grants Schemes

3.3.15 The Scheme of Grants for Locally-Based Men's Groups was the subject of an external review

in 1997. The review7 analysed the applications received and the grants made in the years

since the scheme was established (see TABLE I - page 27) and assessed the impact of the

grant scheme. The review found that the perception of the scheme amongst funded groups

was positive or very positive. Groups reported that the grant scheme enabled them to do new

and/or different types of work which they would otherwise not have been able to do and that

it enabled them to focus particularly on men.

                                                
6 Sharing in Progress National Anti-Poverty Strategy, Stationery Office, Dublin, 1997 pages 38 - 39.
7 Review of Scheme of Grants to Locally-Based Men’s Groups: A Report Commissioned by the Department of Social,
Community and Family Affairs.  Mel Cousins.  October 1997.
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3.3.16 Although the impact was generally assessed as positive or very positive, the review found

that for most groups their impact on the wider community was limited. The review

concluded that this was unsurprising, given the small scale nature of the individual grants.

From the Department's point of view, the conclusion was also unsurprising, in that

community development work is recognised as being slow and new groups and outreach

work with especially marginalised groups is particularly slow at the early stages. The review

concluded that the scheme had been a limited success, but that this was due to the particular

difficulties faced in encouraging men's involvement in personal and community

development, rather than to any major flaws in the design or operation of the scheme itself.

3.3.17 The review made a number of recommendations as follows:

Criteria for scheme
No change recommended here, save that the Department should be more explicit that
networking is covered by the terms of the scheme.

More money or more ideas?
The review found that lack of additional funding was not the issue. The difficulty was
lack of worthwhile ideas and activities coming forward for funding, with the underlying
problem being the difficulty (already referred to) in involving disadvantaged men in
personal and community development work.

The review recommended that the Department should prioritise investment in the
development of ideas in the area of personal and community development for men and
in the sharing of good practices in the future development of the scheme. This could be
done through supporting networking amongst groups, funding of conferences for groups
to share experiences and making medium-sized grants available to men's networks (or
analogous groups) to take a lead role in particular Regions in encouraging development
and sharing of ideas and in supporting other, local groups in their work.

Administration
The review also makes a number of recommendations in relation to the application form
and other administrative matters. The most important of these recommendations is that
3 year funding should be made available to allow groups to progress and plan ahead.
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3.3.18 In addition to the findings of these reviews, the Department's monitoring of the development

of groups over time shows considerable evidence (based on review of annual and other

reports, feedback from LDP Partnerships, local statutory personnel etc. and Departmental

interviews with participants) of

a) personal growth and development of individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds by
virtue of participation in group activities, including enhanced social skills, self-
confidence and improvement in family relationships and parenting skills

b) lessening of stress and social isolation amongst members of target groups

c) individuals being enabled to 'move on' to second chance education, or employment or
to positions of leadership in wider community development initiatives by virtue of
their initial involvement in small scale groups such as those funded under this scheme,
and

d) the development of local groups over time to the stage where they can

 - initiate and manage substantial programmes in their communities (for example,
childcare facilities, after school hours programmes, computer and other vocational
training schemes), and

 - engage as essential partners with statutory and other agencies in the Programme
for Local Urban and Rural Development (LDP) partnerships and other partnership
based initiatives to tackle aspects of poverty and social exclusion.

Examples include the participation of the community sector on the LDP area-
based partnerships. The evaluation8 of the initial twelve area-based partnerships
concluded that local development is dependent on strong local communities and
that the most successful partnerships were those underpinned by a strong
community development history.

The necessity for active community and voluntary participation in tackling social problems,

and the need for strong local community groups to make this possible, was also highlighted

by the Interdepartmental Group set up to report on the causes of urban crime in the

aftermath of incidents in Ronanstown in 1991.9 Three local women's development groups

funded by this Department and the local CDP project were specifically mentioned in the

report.

                                                
8 Progress Through Partnership: Final evaluation report on the PESP pilot initiative on long-term unemployment. Sarah
Craig, with Dr. Kieran Mc Keown. Combat Poverty Agency. May 1994.
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3.4  Level and trend of (a) the cost and (b) the staffing resources associated with the scheme

Cost

3.4.1  In 1997, the expenditure on the 3 schemes subsequently amalgamated was £1.594 million,

with the bulk of the expenditure going on women's groups. The corresponding figures for

the previous years were £1.1 million (1994), £1.435 million (1995) and £1.505 million

(1996). A detailed breakdown of these figures is set out in Table I below.

TABLE I : ALLOCATIONS, APPLICATIONS AND APPROVALS UNDER THE SCHEMES OF
GRANTS FOR MEN'S, WOMEN'S AND LONE PARENT GROUPS 1992 - 1997

  No. of  No. of
Year Expenditure applications grants

WOMEN'S GRANTS

1992: £500,000  690 471
1993: £600,000 791 590
1994: £800,000 1,063 873
1995: £1,085,000 1,200 755
1996: £1,155,000 1,177 792
1997: £1,310,914 810 491 *

(* reduction in number of grants mainly due to ICA guilds being funded at County Federation level in 1997,
rather than funding going to individual guilds, as theretofore)

The above figures for the women's grants scheme include the following figures for core-funded groups:

1994: £80,000 20
1995: £199,000 22
1996: £293,000 26
1997: £379,500 27

MEN'S GRANTS

1994: £100,000 155 115
1995: £150,000 141 85
1996: £150,000 152 103
1997: £129,320 146 80

LONE PARENT’S GRANTS

1993: £122,000 58 39
1994: £200,000 81 62
1995: £200,000 94 75
1996: £200,000 121 98
1997: £154,300 140 87

________________________
Note

                                                                                                                                                                 
9 Urban Crime and Disorder: Report of the Interdepartmental Group, 2 November 1992. Stationery Office. Dublin.
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The total 1998 allocation for once-off grants has increased by £100,000 on the 1997 allocation. The precise
amount to be spent on specific target groups will depend on overall demand and the assessment of the various
applications at Regional level.

3.4.2 The increase between 1994 and 1996 reflects the introduction of the core-funded scheme

(1994) and the transfer of the funding of certain pilot projects from the Combat Poverty

Agency to the Department(1996).

3.4.3 It is not possible at this stage to give a precise estimate for 1998, because of a change in the

way the allocations for individual Regions for these grants have been calculated. Instead of

being given a specific allocation for each scheme, each Region has been given a global

allocation for all the LEVEL I (see page 38 for explanation of different Levels/schemes)

schemes together. This was done to give Regions the maximum flexibility to respond to

local conditions and varying demands, rather than forcing them to make recommendations

on the basis of adhering to centrally-determined breakdowns of funding between schemes.

However, it is not expected that the final 1998 expenditure figure for the Scheme of Grants

for Locally-Based Community and Family Support Groups will vary greatly from the 1997

figure, on the basis that the underlying trends in terms of the portion of funds spent on the

two other remaining schemes (the Scheme of Grants to Voluntary Organisations and the

Community Development Education & Training Grants Scheme (CDETG)) will continue.

3.4.4 The funding available for the basic grants (i.e. relatively small grants (usually in the range

£200 to £3,000) over 1, or in some cases 2 to 3 years) seems reasonably adequate to meet

current needs. Future increases in expenditure will depend on decisions in relation to

funding of additional core-funded groups, which will depend on priorities as between this

scheme and proposals for additional funding under the Community Development

Programme (CDP) and Family and Community Services Resource Centre Programme

(FCSRCP).
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Staff

3.4.5 Voluntary and Community Services section (VCS) has eleven staff (1 AP, 3 HEOs, 3 EOs

and 4 COs, under direction of a PO who also has responsibility for the National Anti-

Poverty Strategy) at present, engaged in administration of the range of the Department's

schemes and programmes of support for community and voluntary groups. This involves

administration and monitoring of a total grants budget of some £18.5 million, some two

hundred and thirty core-funded projects (FCSRCP, CDP, Money Adivce & Budgeting

Service and core funded Community and family groups) and payment annually of some one

thousand five hundred individual grants.

3.4.6 This may be compared with Area Development Management Ltd. (ADM), annual budget

£10.77 million, monitoring and funding of thirty eight Partnerships and thirty two other

community groups, staff of twenty three (1996). ADM funds the Partnerships, who in turn

handle the detailed administration of the funding which is made available to local groups.

3.4.7 It may also be compared with the EU Peace and Reconciliation Office in Monaghan (joint

ADM/Combat Poverty Agency). 1997 expenditure was £5.897 million on six hundred and

thirty three individual grants. Staffing is twelve (of which 2 are APs and 6 are HEOs).

3.4.8 Also in comparison the National Social Services Board, funds in excess of eighty Citizens

Information Centres, with a budget of approximately £1.5 million for this and other

information grant-giving work, with a staff of 6 (who also have other duties). (1998)

3.4.9 Youth Section, Department of Education, which has an annual budget of approximately

£13.5 million (with the administration of some payments being carried out by the VECs),
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deals with two hundred and twenty one projects annually. Staffing of 11, made up of 1 PO

(full-time), 1 AP, 2 HEOs, 5 EOs, and 2 COs.

3.4.10 While it is difficult to be precise, about one third to one half of the time of staff in VCS is

engaged in administration of the LEVEL I schemes - with the work being seasonal (peaking

after June, when Regional recommendations are received in bulk in the section). Of this,

staff time, some 60% is devoted to administration of the Scheme of Grants for Locally-

Based Community and Family Support Groups, with the remaining portion taken up with

the Scheme of Grants to Voluntary Organisations (30%) and Community Development

Education & Training Grants Scheme (10%)10.

3.4.11 In addition, a portion of staff in each Region are engaged in assessment of applications

under this and other schemes/programmes. Since 1995, applications are submitted to the

local Regional Office (rather than Voluntary and Community Services section in Head

Office) and the Regional staff are responsible for assessment of applications and submission

of recommendations for allocation of grants to VCS.

3.4.12  The work involves recording grant applications on computer, issuing of acknowledgements

and final replies to unsuccessful applicants (with an explanation as to reason for lack of

success) and preparation of formal written assessments and recommendations (generally

following meetings with groups). All such Regional staff have substantial other duties as

well and this work tends to be seasonal (commencing in March, when the deadline for

receipt of applications has passed, and easing off when final submissions have been made to

                                                
10 Percentage figures are rounded. This apportionment of time is calculated on the basis of the number of grants approved and paid under the
various schemes in 1996 and 1997. The apportionment for the Regions is different, as it must be calculated on the basis of overall numbers
of applications, rather than grants recommended/allocated (which are, except in the case of appeals, the only files that VCS see). As the
number of successful applications relative to all applications is lower for the Voluntary grants scheme, the figures for Regional staff time are
50% (Community and Family Support Groups, 40% (Voluntary grants and 10% (CDETG) respectively.
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VCS later in the year). The level of Regional involvement in Voluntary and Community

Services work is set to increase as more responsibility for assessment of applications and

ongoing support and evaluation/monitoring of projects on 3 year funding is delegated to

them over time.

3.4.13  At present, individual Regions either allocate this work entirely to a specific Assistant

Principal, usually responsible for both Employment Support Services and Voluntary and

Community Services work, or allocate responsibility for assessments to Area Managers with

the specific AP being responsible for general co-ordination.

3.4.14 While the level of involvement varies from region to region, on average the staff

commitment per region is equivalent to 25% of 1 APs time, 17% of 1 HEOs time, 8.5% of 1

EO/SOs time and 16% of 1 COs time. While these figures represent averages across the

regions the variance from region to region can be significant. For example, one region

indicates that a commitment equivalent to 80% of 1 APs time is made to the administration

of LEVEL I schemes while another indicates a commitment equivalent to 6% of 1 APs time

to the same schemes. Similar differences can be found across other grades involved in the

administration of LEVEL I schemes at regional level. These variances reflect the different

regional arrangements in place and the ways in which voluntary and community services

work is allocated between staff in individual regions. It should also be borne in mind that the

seasonal nature of the work involves some staff in the schemes on an on-going basis while

others are involved for short periods of time when the workload is heaviest. For example,

one region indicates a commitment of 40% of 1 APs time on an on-going basis, rising to a

75% commitment of this APs time during the peak period from May to October.



32

3.5  Definition of the outputs associated with the programme activity and identifying the
level and trend of those outputs

3.5.1 The outputs here are the number of grants and level of funding, as well as the number of

people who have directly benefited from the work undertaken. As will be seen in Table I,

the trend has been for expenditure to rise significantly over the years 1994 to 1996, with a

more modest rise in 1997, while the number of individual grants has fallen. While the

introduction of a different basis for paying grants to ICA guilds (via County Federations,

rather than direct to individual guilds) distorts the figure, nonetheless this trend reflects the

Department's efforts to

a) avoid funding activities that are the responsibility of other agencies;

b) target resources at areas and groups that are most disadvantaged and have most
potential, and

c) not provide ongoing support for groups that fail to show a development focus or to
progress their work over time - e.g. groups that commence with purely social activities
(an acceptable initial strategy to attract members) but who fail to move beyond that.

3.5.2 Due to the large number of individual grants made annually, it is not feasible to examine all

the files to compile data for the total number of people who directly benefited, but

examination of a random sample of the files relating to groups which received once-off

grants in 1996 (excluding funding to core-funded groups) suggests that a total of some forty

three thousand and two hundred people benefited directly from funded work in that year (at

an average grant of £28 per person).

3.6  Comment on how efficiently and effectively the schemes have achieved their objectives
over the short and long-term having regard to:
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· the extent to which the most marginalised groups and individuals have been reached
by the schemes;

 · the extent to which the schemes have had a real impact on the quality of life of
participants;

 · the extent to which the schemes have fostered the emergence of community leadership
in disadvantaged communities and facilitated participation by such communities in
Programme for Local Urban and Rural Development partnerships and other local
development and social development initiatives;

 · the extent to which people have been enabled, by involvement in activities funded
under the schemes, to progress further to mainstream job, education and training
opportunities;

 · any possible duplication with other relevant state funded initiatives.

The first 4 points above have been largely covered in the discussion at paragraphs 3.3.1 to

3.3.18 above.

3.6.1 In relation to administrative efficiency (the ratio of outputs to resources), this scheme needs

to be assessed as part of an overall package of community development and family support

schemes operated by the Voluntary and Community Services section, rather than looked at

in isolation from those other schemes. By its nature - large number of grants for relatively

small amounts of money - the administration of this scheme is labour intensive.

3.6.2 In relation to the extent to which the most disadvantaged communities have been reached,

the following additional points are relevant:-

- The available funds are allocated to each Region in strict proportion to that Region's
share of the total population (as measured by the most recent census). While the
Department could, as an alternative, allocate funds between Regions by reference to
their share of the population living in poverty, this would be quite complicated and
would then arguably need to be adjusted to recognise the special needs of rural areas
with thinly-spread populations, for example. Overall, the resultant share would
probably not be much different to that calculated by reference to share of the total
population, as people living in poverty, while often grouped in specific
neighbourhoods within towns and cities are, at county and Regional level, spread
throughout the State in the same way as total population is.
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- In turn, the individual Regions then allocate the funding available to them within
counties and areas in proportion to overall population, thus continuing an even
geographical spread at County and sub-county level, but with specific targeting of
clusters of disadvantage within those areas.

- While the scheme is reactive in that it responds to applications received on foot of
public advertisement, the staff assessing applications become familiar with areas of
need from which few applications are received and are able to balance such factors in
making their overall recommendations (this means that, for example, while the
number of applications from 2 areas within a Region that have like total population
and socio-economic characteristics might be quite different, the actual number of
grants allocated and amount expended in each will be adjusted where appropriate to
skew assistance towards the 'weaker' area.)

- Areas of need which show dormant demand can be targeted under the Department's
other schemes (such as the Community Development Programme) and the provision
within the Scheme of Grants for Locally-Based Community and Family Support
Groups itself for funding of outreach work can also be used to target areas where the
community and voluntary infrastructure is weak.

Duplication with other state-funded initiatives

3.6.3 There are a range of Departments and agencies which make available Exchequer and EU

funding for community and voluntary organisations engaged in community and local

development and other initiatives to tackle poverty and social exclusion. While the Working

Group finds that the Scheme of Grants for Locally-Based Community and Family Support

Groups is focused and precisely defined and is not duplicated by any other grants scheme,

there is inevitable overlap at the margins with some schemes operated by other agencies (in

particular funding for adult education provided by the VECs and schemes such as the

Community Mothers scheme operated by the Health Boards, but also funding provided by

FÁS, the Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform (childcare), the Department of

Education and Science (home/school liaison activities), the EU Programme for Peace and

Reconciliation (border counties only), LEADER II (Department of Agriculture and Food),

Programme for Local Urban and Rural Development, other EU funded initiatives such as

NOW and INTEGRA (Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment)).
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3.6.4 We are satisfied that the assessment of grants at Regional level ensures as far as practicable

that there is no duplication of funding (which we define as funding being provided for the

same purpose by more than one statutory agency, except as part of planned collaboration by

a number of agencies in supporting a specific project). However, the existence of a number

of separate funding agencies and schemes that are potentially relevant to individual local

groups does cause undoubted confusion for the groups themselves. While the overall

complexity of the administrative apparatus is not within the terms of reference of this

Working Group, we feel it is an issue that needs to be addressed and note that the

forthcoming White Paper on Voluntary Activity has as an objective the development of a

more coherent framework of support for the voluntary and community sector.
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3.7  Evaluating the degree to which the objectives warrant the allocation of public
resources on a current and ongoing basis

3.7.1 As discussed above, the objectives of the scheme remain central to the Department's broader

welfare role. We consider that it is an efficient and effective mechanism to meet the stated

objectives. Poverty is not going to disappear in the short-term and this type of intervention

will continue to be essential. Community development is a slow process and community-

based initiatives to tackle deep-seated social exclusion and marginalisation take time to bear

fruit. It can take many years of persistent low profile work before groups funded under this

and the Department's other community development schemes can show a real impact on

their local community. Therefore, a sustained commitment by the Department is also

required over time before lasting results are manifest. Continued support for local

community development initiatives is also a central part of the Department's response to the

National Anti-Poverty Strategy. In view of this the Group concluded that public resources

should continue to be provided for this type of activity.
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3.8 Examining the scope for alternative policy and/or organisational approaches to
achieving the objectives on a more efficient and effective basis

Effectiveness

3.8.1 As indicated above, the amalgamated scheme was introduced in 1998, following a

Departmental review of the 3 original schemes, which itself followed on external reviews of

the women's and men's grants schemes, to ensure that the grants met their objectives more

effectively. As it is a new scheme in its current format, it needs to be reviewed again in the

light of experience and changing circumstances over the next 3 years or so. Future reviews

will be informed by the performance indicators we recommend at paragraph 3.9.3 below.

3.8.2 As stated in Chapter 2, the existing separate schemes were streamlined arising from concern

that having 3 separate such schemes was unduly inflexible in that it tended to force some

groups to seek to fit into a category narrower than their actual work (e.g. Family Support

Groups, Traveller groups, local community development groups) and did not explicitly cater

for other disadvantaged target groups (disabilities, for example, where numbers of local self-

help groups have emerged in recent years).

3.8.3 The amalgamated scheme will continue the existing supports for women's, men's and lone

parents groups, while also giving the Department the flexibility to respond to the needs of

local community development groups that comprise both men and women, family support

groups that focus on helping individuals and communities in the family context and special

interest groups such as Travellers groups, self-help groups of people with disabilities and

others that target sectoral disadvantage.

3.8.4 The new scheme allows for multi-annual commitments to be made, in addition to the usual

once-off grants. This follows from recommendations in both external reviews undertaken
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and will enhance the value for money and impact of these grants, by allowing groups to plan

ahead and providing a progression path for groups with the potential to take a lead role in

wider community development in their areas.

3.8.5 With the amalgamation of the 3 schemes referred to above, the Department's range of grants

schemes and programmes are now grouped at different 'levels' to meet specific needs and to

provide a developmental path for groups as follows:-

LEVEL I

* once-off equipment and premises grants - Scheme of Grants to Voluntary
Organisations

 * management training and other activities `designed to improve the effectiveness of the
group's management structure - Community Development Education & Training
Grants Scheme

 * development courses, training, services and activities that the group wants to offer to
its members/target group or wider community - Scheme of Grants for Locally-Based
Community and Family Support Groups, which provides

 Annual grants
- once-off grants for relatively small amounts of money or

LEVEL II 
Multi-annual funding

- Provision for recommendations that a percentage of grants under this scheme be
committed for 2 or 3 years (while no % limit has been specified, we would
expect that up to 15 to 20% of grants could be committed for more than 1 year);
this does not involve any increase in the level of individual grants, but it does
give greater continuity to local groups, or

LEVEL III 
Core-funding for local groups

- This has operated since 1994 for women's groups, with some thirty groups and
networks of groups at present in receipt of grants usually ranging from £8,000 to
£20,000 to run a more extensive programme of activities or employ a co-
ordinator. In 1998, it was extended to cover other locally-based groups in
consequence of the amalgamation referred to above.

LEVEL IV
- Family and Community Services Resource Centre Programme

Core-funding of neighbourhood resource centres with specific focus on family
support. Ten Projects funded in 1994 on a pilot basis. Funding announced in
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Budget 1998 to fund an additional twenty to twenty five such centres. (See
separate report).

- Community Development Programme 
Introduced in 1990, with fifteen local projects. Now some ninety local projects.
Provides core-funding of a network of community development projects in
disadvantaged areas/for specific communities of interest (e.g. Travellers).
Partnership 2000 commits the Department to the proactive targeting of thirty
new areas for development of additional projects.

3.8.6 Suitable groups funded under LEVELS I to II have the potential to progress further - in line

with their own development and as the social impact of their work increases over time, and

subject to overall resources - to core-funding under LEVEL III, or to the Community

Development Programme or Family and Community Services Resource Centre Programme.

Of course, not all groups will be suitable or will seek to progress further and in very many

cases small levels of financial aid for very local and small-scale work will continue to be the

appropriate form of support.

3.8.7 As the number of projects in receipt of 3 year funding continues to grow across the range of

such schemes, particularly the Community Development Programme and Family and

Community Services Resource Centre Programme, it becomes less feasible or appropriate

for the central Voluntary and Community Services section to monitor in detail the work of

individual projects. Therefore, the ongoing programme of delegation of responsibility from

the Voluntary and Community Services section to the Regions which is intended to ensure

that applications are properly assessed and grants monitored at local level, as well as

maximising opportunities for co-ordination with other statutory agencies so as to identify

potential opportunities for collaboration and potential gaps and duplication in services.
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Efficiency

3.8.8 The length of time it takes to assess the annual applications, approve grants and then pay

them out is an issue that has been raised again and again by funded groups, by representative

and umbrella groups in the voluntary and community sector and in the 3 external reviews

referred to in this report.

3.8.9 Essentially, the situation is that the grants are typically advertised in January, with a closing

date for receipt of applications of mid-March. The bulk of applications are not received until

just prior to the closing date. Allowing for a period of grace in which late applications can

be accepted, the Regions have some 3 months to assess applications and write up their

recommendations before the end of June deadline. It is difficult to see how they could

realistically be given any less time to complete this task and in practice, many

recommendations are not received in the Voluntary and Community Services section until

July and August. All the work of processing approvals then falls to be undertaken and the

bulk of cheques are issued in September and October. Again it is difficult to see how, in

practice, this could be done any quicker.

3.8.10 Many community groups plan their activities on the basis of the academic year and courses

commence in September, with planning completed before the Summer break. Therefore, not

knowing whether a grant application has been successful or not, or the amount of grant that

will be available until September (or October, or later) is a serious disadvantage and a real

defect in the scheme from their point of view. It is noteworthy that the main complaints

received by the Department about the grants are about this issue and not about eligibility

criteria or about the amount of money actually allocated to individual groups.
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3.8.11 The Department has looked at a number of possible modifications to the administrative

system to try to speed-up the process and address this problem. A number of detailed

changes in administrative procedures were introduced with effect from 1998 (including

more strict adherence to the end-June deadline for receipt of recommendations in VCS, re-

allocation of specific administrative tasks from VCS to Regional level to streamline the

process and not accepting applications from groups that do not quote a tax number (a

requirement of Government financial procedures and in previous years a source of

considerable delay in paying grants already approved)). The degree of success of these

changes will be reviewed at end-1998. However, it is clear that, given the inevitable

constraints of a system based on annual applications, these changes of themselves can only

have a minor impact.

3.8.12 The provision for multi-annual funding commitments at LEVEL II (page 38) (which again

was called for in each of the 3 external reviews), however, will eliminate this problem (for

the 2nd and 3rd year, as applicable) for the groups who are allocated grants over 2 or 3

years. The Department's ability then to organise the administration of such 2nd or 3rd year

grants at times other than the busiest times of the year should also in the years after 1998

ease the administrative burden for VCS and the Regions associated with the annual grants,

thereby making it possible to further speed up the processing of the latter. Even though it is

at present envisaged that only some 15 to 20% of the grants under this scheme would be

committed for more than 1 year, nonetheless the increased administrative efficiencies are

likely to be significant and well worthwhile.
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3.8.13 Other possible modifications to the scheme looked at, but rejected, were:-

* advertise in December (now that the annual Budget has been moved back to that
month). This was rejected as it was not clear that any real advantage would accrue.
The change would:-

 - possibly cause confusion (groups are used to looking out for the advertisement at
end-January);

 - pose untenable burdens on staff who are invariably hard pressed to complete
allocation of current year grants before Christmas, and

 - probably not deliver any real saving in time, as the holiday period would need to
be discounted in setting an appropriate interval before the closing date and
delays in the post over Christmas might also pose problems.

* Not have a set closing date, but accept applications at any time during the year. The
Department considers that this would create even more severe problems. It would
mean that the first step of assessing all applications would never be finalised.
Assessing and recommending applications without a clear picture of the overall
demand on the funds available would make it less possible to ensure that resources are
targeted at the most disadvantaged and most worthwhile projects.

Having looked at these alternatives, the Group agrees that the current arrangements are the

most appropriate in the circumstances.

Conclusion

3.8.14 As indicated previously, we consider that the scheme is an effective and efficient

mechanism to meet the stated objectives. It has been reviewed by the Department with a

view to examining alternative mechanisms to meet the same objectives and meet the same

results. Modifications introduced to improve its effectiveness and efficiency have been

introduced in 1998. It should be continued. Discontinuance or scaling down of the scheme

would be a retrograde step in that it would remove or weaken a key support for local self-

help work by community groups seeking to tackle poverty and social exclusion. The modest

investment under the scheme has long-term potential to make a real impact on these issues.
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3.8.15 While the overall administrative framework for support for community and voluntary groups

is complex, we are satisfied that the Department's arrangements for assessment and

monitoring of grants a) guard, as far as is cost-effective and practicable, against duplicate

funding and b) target resources well at the most disadvantaged areas and groups.

3.8.16 While we recommend (at paragraph 3.9.5 below) that further work be undertaken to assess

the social impact of the work of groups funded under the scheme, we are (as discussed at

paragraphs 3.3.1 - 3.3.18 above) satisfied that the scheme has been very successful in

meetings its objectives and that these objectives are still compatible with the Department's

mission and still valid.
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3.9  Specifying suitable performance indicators which can be used to monitor and evaluate
the schemes in the future

3.9.1 For the Department, performance indicators include measurements of administrative

efficiency as follows:-

* Each year, advertise grants at end-January, with a deadline of mid-March for receipt of
applications. * 90% of grant applications to be received in the section from the
Regional Offices by end-June.

* Process 75% of once-off grant to approval stage within 4 months of the closing date
for applications.

* 90% of grant applications processing to be completed by October.

3.9.2 These, taken from the 1998 VCS Business Plan, are achievable within the present staff

complement, provided that the number of staff are all present and have sufficient experience

and aptitude for the work. However, other areas of the section's work (CDP and FRCs) are

growing considerably and resources will need to match this growth to enable the overall

range of programmes and schemes to be managed efficiently. In the past, the existence of

staff vacancies for long periods and the inexperience of new staff have set back the

achievement of specific work objectives, including those relating to the administration of the

LEVEL I grants. The achievement of these targets is also dependent on the Regions meeting

their deadlines and requirements in terms of quality presentation and assessment of grants,

which in turn depends on staffing issues - availability and continuity.

3.9.3 Indicators for the Department would also include measurements of the effectiveness of the

assessment process as follows:-

a) bulk of resources expended on most disadvantaged groups (as determined by
definition of poverty in National Anti-Poverty Strategy)

b) individual grants proportionate to quality of work undertaken and number of
beneficiaries
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c) assessment process should guide substantial numbers of groups to achieve progression
in their work over time

d) negligible numbers of projects that are approved for grants subsequently failing to get
off the ground

e) no or negligible incidence of inappropriate use of grants allocated

3.9.4 Staff resources are not available to evaluate the achievement of a), b) and c) above on an

ongoing basis. Even if available, we do not think it would, given the large number of grants

and the relatively small amounts of money involved in individual grants, be cost-effective or

warranted to assign additional staff to this work - they would be better engaged in

management of projects in Programmes (such as the CDP) where the amount of funding is

substantially larger.

3.9.5 We consider that the evaluation tasks above would be best and most cost-effectively met by

commissioning external consultants from time-to-time to study and report on their findings

on the basis of a suitable sample of funded projects and extrapolate the lessons learned to the

Department's administration of the scheme as a whole. The incidence of the d) and e) is

sufficiently rare to be easily recorded and trends monitored on an ongoing basis by VCS

staff.

3.9.6 The objective of the scheme is to tackle poverty through support for first step personal and

community development. This includes fostering empowerment and improvement in quality

of life. These intangible outcomes are not amenable to quantitative measurement. While it is

possible to set performance indicators, the process of measuring achievement of these

involves surveying group members and gathering evidence from other relevant local

sources, rather than just compilation of numerical indicators. For local groups, suggested

performance indicators are the:-
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* improvement in well-being and quality of life of participants;

* extent to which individual participants move on to access by participants to
mainstream job, education and training opportunities;

* improvement in functioning of family life;

* impact on the wider community - extent to which group members have moved on to
become involved in/initiated further community development initiatives, participate in
partnerships etc.

* impact on specific social problems identified as priorities by the group for its work,
such as incidence of drug abuse, crime and juvenile delinquency rates, and early
school leaving;

* progression of group itself - has group developed to become a key player in local
community development;

* success of group in drawing down funding from other sources (as a measurement of
the credibility they have acquired with other agencies).

3.9.7 Sources of material by which to evaluate performance against these indicators include

records for the group itself in relation to number of participants, range and number of

activities etc. They include the personal accounts and perceptions of participants themselves,

opinions of relevant local health professionals, statutory personnel, partnerships etc. For

example, if members of a local women's group report an improvement in their quality of life,

this may have spin-off effects in terms of less use of General Practitioner or Health Board

clinics. The views of health professionals in that context may be important supportive

evidence of the success of the group.

3.9.8 We recommend that the Department should a) develop standard performance indicators and

guidelines to be used by groups funded under this scheme, b) fund evaluation of their work

by groups as part of the scheme (perhaps a limited number each year?) and disseminate the

results to other groups as models of good practice and c) commission a social impact study

of a sample number of groups in 1998 and at 3 to 5 year intervals thereafter - this will

require commitment of consultancy funds for this purpose.
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3.9.9 The Working Group noted that the Department of Social, Community and Family Affairs is

involved in a joint community development evaluation methods training project with the

equivalent Departments in Northern Ireland, England, Scotland and Wales. The project

originates in a commission by DHSS in Northern Ireland to the Scottish Community

Development Centre to develop an evaluation methods and training package for community

development in the Northern Ireland context. Subsequently, that Department canvassed for

support to launch a joint follow-up project. The follow-up project involves funding a

"cascade" training programme to be delivered to selected people involved in community

development in each of the 5 jurisdictions (Ireland, Northern Ireland, England, Scotland and

Wales), over a 3 year period. The training programme here commenced in January 1998.

The purpose of the training programme is to disseminate the skills needed to apply the

evaluation framework. It will be targeted at people involved in community development on

the ground, but also at relevant Departmental Officials.

3.9.10  The Working Group considers that the community development evaluation training course

being provided by the Scottish Community Development Centre and funded by the

Department will be important in raising the awareness of funded groups of the importance of

evaluation and measurement of the social impact of their work and should be continued. 
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3.10  Impact Statement
 
3.10.1  The overall conclusion reached by the Working Group is that the objectives of the scheme

remain valid and central to the Department's broader welfare role. The scheme has been very

successful in meeting its objectives and should continue.

 

3.10.2  We are satisfied that the assessment of grants at Regional level ensures as far as practicable

that there is no duplication of funding (which we define as funding being provided for the

same purpose by more than one statutory agency, except as part of planned collaboration by

a number of agencies in supporting a specific project). However, the existence of a number

of separate funding agencies and schemes that are potentially relevant to individual local

groups does cause undoubted confusion for the groups themselves. While the overall

complexity of the administrative apparatus is not within the terms of reference of this

Working Group, we feel it is an issue that needs to be addressed and note that the

forthcoming White Paper on Voluntary Activity has as an objective the development of a

more coherent framework of support for the voluntary and community sector.

 

3.10.3  The amalgamation of the previous three separate schemes for women's, men's and lone

parents grants will make for a more streamlined and flexible scheme and gives the

Department a more appropriate mechanism to respond to the actual needs of local groups.

We recommend that the amalgamated scheme be further reviewed in future years. As this

scheme is but one part of an integrated package of different levels of support for community

development offered by the Department, we recommend that the next round of reviews

should examine the entire package of support, rather than one scheme in isolation.

 

3.10.4  We recommend that the Department should commission periodic external reviews of the

scheme to assess the continued effectiveness and efficiency of the scheme as designed and
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managed. We also recommend that the Department commission in 1998 and at 3 to 5 year

intervals thereafter external social impact studies of a sample number of groups funded

under the scheme, so as to document and demonstrate the value of the work funded under

the scheme. These recommendations will require commitment of consultancy funds for this

purpose.

 

3.10.5  We also recommend that Department should a) develop standard performance indicators and

guidelines to be used by groups funded under this scheme and b) fund evaluation of their

work by groups as part of the scheme (perhaps a limited number each year?) and

disseminate the results to other groups as models of good practice. The development of

indicators should be undertaken by the Voluntary and Community Services section and the

funding of sample evaluations would be a marginal cost within the existing annual

allocation for the scheme and could be undertaken within that allocation.
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Appendix A

Scheme of Grants for Locally-Based Community and Family Support Groups

The scheme provides grants to locally-based community and family support groups involved in
programmes of self-help and personal development designed to tackle poverty and disadvantage
and improve family life.

It is intended to help with the costs of projects such as those which:

* encourage self-help and personal development for marginalised women and men and
specific target groups with special needs, such as Travellers and people with disabilities;

* develop parenting skills and improve family life;

* prepare participants to return to work or to take up second- chance education opportunities;

* encourage the active participation of people in their community and development of
community leadership skills and

* help address social problems such as stress and isolation.

Innovative projects which develop new ideas in the area of personal development for disadvantaged
people are particularly welcome.

What projects can be funded?
The range of projects undertaken includes home management programmes, advice services, self-
development programmes, community education, foundation and prevocational skills courses, skills
development, young parents groups, projects for women affected by family violence, projects for
marginalised men, Travellers projects, leadership skills, community development and 'first step'
courses leading to personal and community development.

Activities eligible for funding include:

* establishing new groups, including outreach and support work;

* development work in existing groups;

* networking and sharing of experience between groups and

* childminding and creche facilities for participants.

Projects being carried out by locally-based groups which meet one of the above objectives may
qualify for a grant. Projects should involve the participants in the running of and the design of the
project itself.
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Priority
In allocating grants priority is given to:

* projects aimed at developing the skill and expertise of individuals in setting up and running
projects in their communities

* groups in disadvantaged areas

* projects aimed at specially disadvantaged groups and new projects establishing themselves
in their communities.

What organisations can qualify for grants?
Grants may be made to a range of locally-based organisations and groups, including:

* family support and community development groups

* women's groups

* men's groups

* lone parents support and self-help groups

* self-help groups of people with disabilities

* Travellers groups

* co-ordinating organisations whose members or affiliate groups support eligible locally-
based groups.

What will the grants cover?
The grants may cover some or all of the costs involved in organising activities and running
programmes for which funding is sought; for example, running costs such as the cost of
accommodation, equipment, materials, books, fees for tutors and creche facilities for people
participating in activities; support and outreach work.

How much of the cost will be met?
The maximum grant available is 90% of the cost. The actual grant varies in the light of individual
circumstances and needs and takes account of the overall demands that must be met.

Types of grants available
The emphasis in this scheme is on making relatively small once-off grants (usually ranging from
£200 to £3,000) available to a large number and wide range of local community and family support
groups.

However, such grants may also be committed in a limited number of cases for periods of 2 or 3
years for particularly worthwhile ongoing projects where adequate evaluation and reporting
procedures are in place.
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Core-funding
In addition to the main scheme, 3-year core-funding in the range £8,000 to £20,000 is available for
more established and developed groups with a specific anti-poverty focus who work with a wider
group of disadvantaged people and have the potential to make a substantial impact in their local
communities with enhanced funding. The 3-year funding allows groups to expand their work and
plan ahead, thus making their project more effective, and allowing them to reach out to a larger
number of disadvantaged people.

Key elements of this funding programme are that there must be a focus on addressing the needs and
interests of the target group and that groups should be committed to community development and
practice, particularly to the direct involvement of disadvantaged people in the management of the
group.

At present there are approximately thirty groups participating in the programme. Funding to groups
varies in the light of specific circumstances and needs and generally ranges from £8,000 to £15,000
per annum. The funding provided can be used for the group's programme of activities and/or to
recruit a part time co-ordinator. There is no closing date for applications under this Programme.

This category of funding is particularly targeted at local women's groups, but men's, lone parents
and other groups comprised of people with special needs, such as Travellers, people with
disabilities, etc. are also eligible.
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