HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT AND OVERVIEW OF COMMUNITY WORK IN IRELAND
(Sourced from Pat Tobin / Community Action Network)
1.
The early days - the Co operative movement

Community work has its earliest roots in the Co-operative Development movement of the 19th century and later again then in Muintir na Tire in the 1930's.

Under the leadership of Sir Horace Plunkett (1854 - 1932) the co op movement grew and was based on the principles of self help and was also influenced by English socialist writings.

Its main achievements were in agriculture, the movement never extended into workers or consumer co ops.   From this grew the village bank where people put their money together, provided a banking system and put any profit gained back into the development of services in the village / community.   By 1908 there were 268 such banks in Ireland.   From then on however there was a decline until the 1950's when the credit union movement started.

2.
Muintir na Tire

In between Muintir na Tire started, founded by Canon Hayes, this movement advocated the development of better living conditions in rural areas, again through self help and local action.   It was seen by its founder as a vehicle for catholic social action and was based on Christian principles.   It was not until the 1950’s that community development was used to describe its role.   This was influenced by the United Nations who were also promoting community development at local and national level, in under-developed areas.  
Muintir na Tire traditionally drew its leadership from the clergy, teachers and medical professions.   It held the parish as the basic organisational unit.   It started by setting up parish guilds and later, during the 1970’s, organised into community councils.   It advocated a consensus view of society and development.   Its main achievements were in the area of rural electrification, water schemes and the building of parish halls.   From 1974 to 1977 it was engaged in an EC sponsored pilot scheme to train community development workers in rural community work.

3.
The Save the West campaign connected to civil 
rights:

The Civil Rights movement in Gaelteacht areas also contributed significantly to the community development movement in Ireland.   Again, it was based on co-operative principles and the notion of self help.   It founded its first community development co op in 1966.   Over the next decade 22 co-ops emerged, all in the west of Ireland.   Civil rights agitation in the west emphasised decentralisation of government and services and community participation in decision making that affected their communities.   This Co-operative movement had two main aims:

1. To exploit the natural resources of their locality through farming, fishing, tourism and handicrafts.

2. To provide community facilities and services such as water and electricity.

The preservation and development of the Gaelic cultural identity was central to the political movement of the organisation.  In the early 1970's in Ros Muic, Connemara, it launched an alternative Oireachtais to the Dublin based government.

The community dimension was developed through share-holding and a locally elected management committee.

During the 1950's and 60's pioneers such as Father MacDyer in Glen Colmcille, Co. Donegal tried to regenerate whole communities through the establishment of rural co-operatives.   Similarly, in 1971 Father Harry Bohan set up the Rural Housing Organisation, in an attempt to lessen emigration from rural villages.

Nearly all of this activity was confined to Gaelteacht areas mainly because the government were prepared to put money into such areas and had established a grants scheme for local development.   By now most of the organisations have finished partly because they achieved several of their original objectives and partly because of organisational weakness.

4.
Community Social Service Councils

Another approach to community development that took place mainly in urban areas was the establishment of Community Social Service Councils in the 1960's.   Up until then the provision of welfare was very haphazard and relied almost entirely on charitable organisations.   The catalysts in this new development were the Catholic Church and the Department of Health.   
The government were concerned at the rising costs of institutional care, particularly for the elderly and the church wanted to become involved in community care and development. These community councils were locally based and often extended to provide a very comprehensive programme of community care. This included meals on wheels, play-groups, a social work service and education projects.  

The Kilkenny Social Service Local Authority, founded in 1963 was probably the biggest and the most well known. There were 30 by 1971. Parallel to these was the emergence of the Care of the Aged committee which focused specifically on the needs of the elderly.   By 1978 there were 300 such community organisations listed.

As these councils expanded so did their involvement with the state increase. From the mid '60's local authorities were funding many of the community organisations.   1971 marked the founding of the National Social Service Local Authority (now the NSSB) and was state recognition of the new force in service provision in Ireland.

Another landmark was the appointment of 30 community workers by the Department of Health in 1977. They worked through the various health boards. Subsequently this model of employment was taken up by other local authorities and statutory bodies.

In more recent years many of these councils have ceased operations or run in a limited way. This is due to internal and external factors. The closer involvement with the state caused tensions in the delineation of roles. In addition to this, during the 70's, there was greater emphasis on involving people who were affected by a problem in the solution of that problem. 

At that time the emphasis changed from social services to anti-poverty work and away from welfare provision. Also in the 70's there was the growth of an organisation called the Irish Foundation for Human Development. It worked first in Ballyfermot and later in the North Inner city of Dublin.   It worked along community development lines, establishing community councils, an arts workshop and a Dublin-Derry holiday exchange.

5.
Community Anti-Poverty Programmes

In 1971 there was a conference organised by the Catholic Bishops that produced figures indicating that one third of the population were living on an income that was below the official poverty line.   With this emphasis on anti-poverty and community action there was church and Labour Party pressure on the government to appoint the National Committee on Pilot Schemes to Combat Poverty (NCPSCP) in 1973.   This committee in conjunction with the St. European Programme to Combat Poverty sponsored a radical programme of community action to tackle poverty.   
These projects had a distinctive and new emphasis on poverty as structural inequality rather than anything to do with the individual. The NCPSCP funded over 20 projects in urban and rural areas. Projects identified particular target groups who were powerless and living below the poverty line and worked with them to tackle the causes of their poverty. There was an emphasis on action research, the setting up of local resource centres and the initiation of economic schemes amongst groups such as fishermen and Aran knitters. That first poverty programme was very important in developing community action as a means of tackling poverty and promoting local participation.

Everyone did not agree with the conclusions that were drawn from that programme.   It defined poverty in structural terms and drew attention to the fact that the eventual elimination of poverty would require the redistribution of resources and power in Ireland.   It linked this structural analysis of poverty with community development principles and practice.   This continually led the programme into conflict with some politicians who would not accept that the cause of poverty is structural. That particular scheme was disbanded in 1980 and replaced in 1986 by the Combat Poverty Agency (CPA).   It works in four main areas:

· Advising the government on policies to combat poverty;

· Promoting public awareness of poverty in Ireland;

· Promoting, commissioning and interpreting research on poverty;

· Supporting anti-poverty initiatives such as projects and work of groups involved in this work.

It is the national agency with responsibility for promoting and supporting community development.   It is responsible to the Minister of Social Welfare and overseen by a board that is politically appointed. The CPA has participated in the 2nd and 3rd European Programme to Combat Poverty since then.   It also funds projects through local management committees and has acted for the department of Social Welfare in supporting and developing the Community Development Programme, which now has over 40 projects operating throughout Ireland.

6.
Community Employment and Training Centres

With the  growth in unemployment in the '70's and '80's disadvantaged urban communities experienced high concentrations of unemployment.   In response to this pattern many local groups initiated a local response to tackle unemployment.   Unemployment action groups, training and personal development projects and job creation schemes were all established.   Unemployment raises many social, education, and political issues which call for a general community development strategy with active involvement and participation of unemployed people themselves. Values such as local control, social needs, leadership, personal development and community morale have featured highly on the agenda of community activists concerned with unemployment.

The growth of community unemployment projects has been dramatic, by 1987 it was estimated that 300 community organisations were active in local employment and training initiatives. The state has played a major role in focusing community responses to unemployment into a more limited labour market outlook.   The Youth Employment Agency was set up in 1983 and developed as one of its major programmes the Community Enterprise Scheme.   In addition there were a number of Community Training Workshops established, run by local management committees and funded by ANCO (now FAS).

7.
The Women's Movement

The women's movement in the form of the Irish Women's Liberation Movement (IWLM) established in 1970, and Irish Women United (IWU) founded in 1974 had an important influence on community development in Ireland.   It is a good example of issue based community work. The women's movement gave rise to a new consciousness about women and their role in society and also developed new ways of organising.   Methods of organising emphasised consensus and democratic decision making in groups, linking the personal to the political, and emphasising the importance of self determination and control over one's life.   
Women reflected on how patriarchal structures in church, state and private industry affected their lives. The rights to contraception and equal pay and the classification of women as dependants in the social welfare code were key concerns. The movement succeeded in attracting media attention and raising consciousness about these issues. It led to the growth of many self help and service groups. It also took up issues which specifically affected working class women, such as housing and welfare rights.

The Irish women's movement of the 1970's was basically a cross class alliance which sought to promote change on issues that affected all women.   Tension between the interests of working class and middle class women has always been apparent in the women's movement and the basis for alliance has not been worked out.  Women's groups based in communities have flourished over the years and now form one of the most significant interest groups within the whole community development sector.   Groups come together and promote the empowerment of women in the areas of adult education, health and broader community development.

8.
Day Time Adult Education

In the 1980's there developed a very strong interest in adult education.   In most cases it grew from women coming together, often in new housing estates on the outskirts of the major cities to avail of day time facilities.   Out of this grew a demand from women for classes and courses in subjects that were directly relevant to them as women.   Courses in personal development and assertiveness developed as one means for women to examine their situations and create change for themselves.   Women's centres have developed and in line with this has come funding from a wide range of sources to support the work.

There have of course been other important developments that have influenced community work and made it what we know it to be today.   The Concerned Parents Against Drugs, founded in the south inner city of Dublin demonstrated how people could take control of a situation when they felt abandoned by the state system in doing something about a serious community problem.   Summer projects, originally run by the Catholic Youth Local Authority and then supported by the local authorities have been an important in many communities as a way of bringing people and providing activities for young people.

Many community development projects were built around strong tenant organisations, where tenants/residents came together to do something about a local issue or provide a facility.   In some areas it has led to demands on local authorities to refurbish housing or flats to a better standard.

Conclusion………

Community development has changed a great deal over the years.   In the 1970's community work was mainly confrontational and was very independent of the state.   At that time also there was a lot of emphasis on representativeness and groups tried to tackle a wide range of issues.   In the 1980's it became much more issue based and groups got together around common issues eg., women or unemployment.

In recent years, coming into the 1990's the emphasis has been on partnership and increasing sponsorship from the state.   There are a number of reasons for this change.

Firstly, against a background of widespread unemployment, temporary employment schemes, training schemes and enterprise development are seen as one means of responding.   Many of these schemes are administered by community groups. This places the groups in a new relationship with the state and has also had the effect of increasing their financial dependence on the state.

Secondly, with cut backs in social spending by the government community groups are increasingly asked to compensate for the role of the state and provide services that should/could be the responsibility of the government.

Thirdly, with increasing social problems the state appears to be incapable of responding in a way that makes any long term or real difference. The state is very remote from problems and can be too bureaucratic to respond in any way that is really creative or useful. This has led the state to invite community groups who are in touch with what is going on, to participate in finding solutions to these problems.

Fourthly, the E.U. Poverty Programmes have put a lot of emphasis on partnership with the state, private enterprise and community groups.   This has led to funding being dependant on partnerships developing to tackle issues together. Out of all of this has come the Local Development Programme that has established 29 areas in which partnerships are to be developed between the community sector, the statutory agencies (eg. FAS, Health Boards) and the private/ business sector.   It is the brief of these partnerships to develop a strategy to tackle long term unemployment and to promote community development.
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