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Recent Developments in Regulatory Reform in Ireland

Update for the OECD Working Party on Regulatory Management and Reform,

Paris, 5-6 July 2001

Introduction

Ireland’s participation in the Horizontal Review process has been a very rewarding and positive experience.  It culminated in the presentation of the OECD’s report, “Regulatory Reform in Ireland” to the Irish Government on 24 April 2001 in Dublin.  The presentation was marked by a high profile and well-attended press conference in Government Buildings.  The Irish Government was represented by the Taoiseach, (Prime Minister) Tánaiste (Deputy Prime Minister) and Minister for Public Enterprise.  The OECD was represented by Ms.  Sally Shelton-Colby, Mr.  Scott Jacobs and Mr.  Rolf Alter.  The press event was followed by a symposium, chaired by the Secretary General to the Government.  Speakers included Ms.  Shelton-Colby and Mr.  Jacobs as well as the Chairman of the Competition Authority in Ireland.  

The period after the launch was marked by extensive press coverage and public comment.  Even now, a high level of interest remains and the report has undoubtedly given momentum to our regulatory reform efforts and raised its profile as a key public policy issue.  

Action 

The Government’s initial response to the Report took the form a programme of actions, which included the following elements:

Action at strategic level

(i) A Parliamentary Committee has been invited to examine the OECD’s report and any proposals for its implementation to develop political input to regulatory reform;  

(ii) A major national statement of government policy on regulatory reform is to be prepared, probably in the form of a Government White Paper.  It will be 

(iii) attended by a formal consultation process to promote public awareness of the regulatory reform agenda and it will gather the strands of regulatory reform as an issue which cuts across the full range of government activity.

(iv) Opportunities to strengthen consumer voice to be identified, including as part of the national Social Partnership process.  A new Consumer Advisory Council, the first of its kind in Ireland, has now been established (July 2001) with representation from a wide range of consumer interests and oversight agencies.  

Actions at Administrative Level

(v) A High Level Group on Regulation has been put in place to promote and co-ordinate implementation of the regulatory reform agenda and in particular to oversee the institutional and policy proposals in response to the OECD’s report.  The group includes senior officials of government Departments, Offices and Agencies that have particular interest in regulatory reform such as Sectoral Regulators and the Competition Authority.  A flexible approach is being taken to ensure that other agencies and interests will have the opportunity to contribute to the work of the Group.

(vi) To increase effectiveness of the Irish regulatory management system, the current Regulatory Quality checklist will be strengthened and ultimately replaced by a more rigorous model of Regulatory Impact Analysis.  A working group has been established to deal not just with the question of methodologies, but simultaneously to consider the implementation issues arising including communication and training aspects.  

(vii) Although the central Regulatory Unit based in the Department of the Taoiseach (Prime Minister) remains relatively small, in keeping with the overall scale of that Department,  it has been strengthened to support the work of the new High Level Group.  The post-launch period has been marked by increasing involvement by other key institutions at the centre of Government including the Attorney General’s Office and the Department of Finance.  

(viii) The Statute Law Revision Unit in the Office of the Attorney General will continue to make an important contribution to the quantity, quality and accessibility of existing (and new) legislation not least through its programmes of statute law revision and restatement which are now being put in place following rounds of consultation with Departments and Offices.  

Specific sectoral actions

(ix) The Competition Authority periodically produces studies in relation to the effects of specific issues on competition.  The Action Programme proposed that  the Authority should be asked to produce more frequent studies on particular sectors and issues, particularly those highlighted in the OECD Report.  A major study of competition in professional services has now commenced with a public consultation process.  The next step will be to decide the “basket” of professional services which will be included in the Review and it is likely that some or all of those dealt with in the Multi-sectoral Chapter of the OECD’s report will feature in the study.  

(x) A Commission on Liquor Licensing established by the Government in 2000 has been asked to produce additional interim reports, in advance of its main report,  in the course of the next year on issues which can be progressed before it makes its final report, due at the end of 2002.  Pub licences was specifically dealt with in the Multi-sectoral Chapter of the OECD report.  

(xi) A review of the Health Regulations governing the award of General Medical Services contracts to pharmacies in Ireland is to be accelerated.  This was a specific issue raised in the Multi-sectoral Chapter of the OECD Report.

Conclusion

The OECD Review has provided the impetus for a major acceleration of regulatory reform policy development in Ireland.  The agenda being pursued is broad and challenging with a mix of overarching initiatives, capability building measures, institutional changes and specific sectoral actions.  
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