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By Cian Finn University of Limerick. 

Introduction and Context of Report 
This report was commissioned by Clare PPN as part of a survey of people living in County 

Clare and local community and voluntary groups. The rationale behind the survey was 

to consult with local community groups for their views on various issues of life in the 

county and to raise awareness of the PPN within civil society and local communities in 

the county. Moreover, Clare PPN sought to discover key issues currently faced by local 

people and groups under the general headings of environmental, economic and social 

well-being. This resulted in the development of two questionnaires, one for local civil 

society groups and one for individual members of the public. The primarily online survey 

was carried out in November 2016 and promoted through social media. This report will 

explore the results of both questionnaires. It is hoped that the results of the 

questionnaire will help to inform the future concerns and priorities of the PPN in its 

representation and advocacy on behalf of local communities and groups in Clare.   

What is the Public Participation Network or 
PPN? 

Public Participation Networks (PPNs) were introduced following the passing of the 

Local Government Reform Act 2014. ‘PPN’s’ serve as the primary conduit through which 

each local authority connects with the community, voluntary and environmental sectors. 

They are designed to take ‘an active formal role in policy-making and oversight activities 

in the local authority’s area of responsibility’ (DECLG, 2014:25). The network is divided 

into three ‘pillars’ consisting of community and voluntary, environmental, and social 

inclusion organisations. Each registered organisation in the district has one vote and can 

nominate two representatives to the plenary, which is intended to make decisions 

regarding the activities of the PPN. The PPN provides civil society representatives to local 

authority structures including Strategic Policy Committees.  The day to day work of the 

PPN is directed by an elected Secretariat which is comprised of representatives from each 

municipal district and from each pillar. 



2 
 

The establishment of PPN’s follows a report of the ‘Working Group on Citizen 

Engagement with Local Government’ published in December 2013. The group, chaired 

by Fr. Sean Healy of Social Justice Ireland, was tasked to make recommendations 

concerning ‘more extensive and diverse input by citizens into the decision-making 

process at local government level’ (Hogan 2014). The report of the Working Group was 

subsequently endorsed by the Department of Environment and Local Government in 

April 2014 and their introduction formalised in the Local Government Reform Bill 2014.  

Recent local government reform places a clear emphasis on the importance of 

‘public participation’ to the strengthening of local democracy. ‘Putting People First’ 

identified the need for local government to provide greater opportunities for citizen and 

civil society participation in decisions that affect them. ‘PPF’ highlighted the prevalence 

of ‘consultation fatigue’ and the need for a more direct involvement of citizens in the 

decisions that affect their lives (DECLG 2013). Consequently, the PPN is key to the 

strengthening of local democracy and deepening the participation of citizens and civil 

society in local policy making.  

 

Who Responded? 

50 local organisations in County Clare responded to the group questionnaire. 37 

responses were received from Community and Voluntary organisations, 5 from 

Environment, and 8 from Social Inclusion groups. 38 per cent of responses came from 

groups in the Ennis Municipal District, 20 per cent in Killaloe, 14 per cent in Shannon, 

and 28 per cent in West Clare.  

The individual main questionnaire received 314 responses. 72 per cent of respondents 

were female and 28 per cent male. 85 per cent are Irish nationals. Of the non-Irish who 

took part the vast majority are UK nationals. 32 per cent of respondents were aged 

between 40 and 49 with a further 25 per cent aged between 50 and 59. 52 per cent of all 

respondents are married with a further 25 per cent single and never married.   

In terms of education, nearly one third of respondents indicated they have a postgraduate 

qualification. A further 20 per cent have earned a university degree and 25 per cent a 

post-secondary qualification. The location of respondents is divided between Village (20 

per cent), Town (40 per cent) and Rural Countryside (40 percent).  
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What Did the Survey Tell Us? 

Individual Questionnaire 

The following section will explore the results of the individual questionnaire in relation 

to accommodation, employment, finances as well as general happiness, life satisfaction 

and worries. The questionnaire sought to gain an insight into people’s economic and 

social well-being as well as views of life in the county.  

Accommodation, Employment and Finance 

In terms of accommodation needs, 92 per cent indicated their current accommodation is 

suitable for them and their family. However, it is worth exploring the situation of the 

nearly ten per cent of those who do not feel it is suitable in further detail. Housing is a 

key area of local authority policy and of potential significance to the advocacy and 

representations of the PPN. An analysis of the comments of respondents reveals 

dissatisfaction with the current rental market. Many respondents complained of high 

rents and the inability to afford adequate accommodation in the current market. Caps 

on rental allowance also complicate the task of securing appropriate accommodation. 

Those in the rental sector were critical of the standard of accommodation including 

insulation and the lack of proper maintenance on the part of landlords. In addition, a 

small number detailed the dissatisfaction of life in direct provision in which families with 

as many as three children must share two rooms.  
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On the issue of transport, 76 per cent of respondents indicated that they can get around 

Clare adequately. However, this highlights the difference in perspective between those 

who have private transport and those who are reliant upon public transport. Among 

those who do not find it easy to travel in Clare the lack of public transport is the main 

factor. The inadequate transport system in Clare is a consistent criticism of life in the 

county within the individual questionnaire. It is also highlighted in the group survey. 
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Financially, there is clear difference in the adequacy of current income amongst 

respondents. For example, only 49 per cent of respondents believe they earn an 

adequate income with a further 75 per cent agreeing their current income is sufficient 

to pay personal and household bills. However, 60 per cent indicated that their current 

income does not allow them to save for the future.  68 per cent of respondents are 

currently employed in County Clare and a majority of respondents expressed satisfaction 

with their current employment. 36 per cent expressed satisfaction with a further 14 per 

cent expressing extreme satisfaction. Only 23 per cent of all respondents indicated some 

level of dissatisfaction with their current employment. 
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Happiness, Life Satisfaction and Worries   

A clear majority of respondents indicated good or very good well-being. Only 5 per cent 

of respondents indicated bad or very bad current well-being. However, in terms of worries 

and concerns, it is evident employment; finances and general health are key sources of 

anxiety about the future for those who took part in the study. In terms of describing 

future life in County Clare, community, employment, family, and public transport are 

important factors. The geography and scenic landscape of Clare is a key source of 

satisfaction with life for respondents. In general, it is the favourite aspect of life in Clare 

for respondents. In addition, the sense of community and people of Clare are significant 

factors in determining satisfaction with the county.   

 

In terms of life happiness, family and children are most important for respondents. 

Respondents were asked if they had one wish about life what would they select. 19 per 

cent indicated more time with family and a further 3 per cent indicated more time with 

their partner. 16 per cent selected a higher income, 14 per cent more time for recreation 

and relaxation, and 14 per cent better health, and another 15 per cent would like to 

reach their potential in arts or sports or other such spheres.  

Within the past five years, 56 per cent of respondents indicated they have participated 

in a campaign or protest on a particular issue. 65 per cent indicated they had made 

contact with a local elected representative. Nearly 50 per cent of respondents indicated 

some level of dissatisfaction with how they are represented by local politicians. 4 per cent 

indicated extreme satisfaction, 9 per cent satisfaction and a further 20 indicated slight 

satisfaction. 
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Ideas for the future of Clare 

The following section will present some of the ideas of local people about the future for 

County Clare. In terms of changes to life in Clare, better public transport is a clear wish. 

In addition, better broadband and increased employment opportunities and shopping 

choices were identified as key to improving life in the county. In terms of bringing about 

necessary changes in County Clare, local communities and community organisations are 

considered as most likely to do so. This emphasises the potential key role of Clare PPN. 

In addition, individuals and small local businesses are considered as potential important 

agents of change to life in the county.   

 

In addition to concerns about public transport and retail opportunities, the following 

suggestions give an insight into the ideas held by local people about the future of County 

Clare. Many of the comments emphasise the potential of the county. For example, one 

respondent commented:  

 “I would love to see Clare towns and villages buzzing with tourists and spreading the good 

word about all the lovely places in Clare. I would also like to see our government do a lot 

more to promote and encourage new companies to set up in Clare. The future of Clare could 

be great if everyone helped to promote and spread the word that Clare has an awful lot to 

offer.” 
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The following contribution identifies the need to build upon the rich culture and history 

of the county shared by many respondents 

“We have a rich history, abundant beauty and a distinct cultural heritage of music and 

sport. These cornerstone attributes should be constantly emphasised, protected and used 

as a fulcrum to give people a sense of place - especially the new Irish living in the area. If 

we manage to harness that sense of inclusiveness we will be in a good position for the 

future.” 

However, there is a view that the potential of Clare is not realised. One argued 

“Clare is a beautiful place to live, but there is not sufficient social provision or state support 

for the infrastructure that would make it a viable place for young people and families to 

stay or move to in greater numbers, something that is vital to its flourishing into the future.” 

Without question, the environment and its protection is important to many people in the 

county. One commented 

 “I would like Clare to continue to be a welcoming place for all people. I would like 

communities to be strong, inclusive and innovative in Clare. I would like music to be totally 

accessible to everyone in Clare. I would like The Burren to be cared for and for it to remain 

the beautiful wild natural place that it is. I would like the people of Co Clare to retain their 

wit, their humour, their cynicism, their culture.” 

This includes the need for sustainability. This is captured by one resident who advocates 

“[A] sustainable future. I'd like to see a good reliable rural transport system; an increase in 

the use of sustainable renewable energy sources; organic/biodynamic agriculture. I'd like 

to see rural housing co-operatives develop, to meet the needs of those who increasingly 

suffer from rural isolation.”  

It is clear that health care is also a concern for many people in the county. This is 

captured by one respondent who identified the need for 

“Better healthcare services throughout the county, a full A and E restored in Ennis, more 

playgrounds around the town of Ennis that are designed to cater for children with special 

needs.” 

Another expresses a desire for 

“Better health care and not have to go to Limerick for illness or injury treatment and 

maternity services.” 

Finally, employment is considered of paramount importance to the future. This is 

emphasised by many participants in the questionnaire. One reflected 

“I wish to remain in Clare for the rest of my life and plan on buying a house here soon, but 

at the moment this isn’t possible as I am on a very modest wage. I would like a future in 

Clare to involve better employment opportunities particularly in west Clare for new 

graduates.” 



9 
 

Employment is also considered of significance to people’s social and mental well-being. 

One respondent explained 

“More jobs would mean my friends and family wouldn't be out of work and stressed out 

and suffering financial and mental hardship. I know too many people who are worse off 

than myself and it's so sad to see them struggling all the time. In essence, we need more 

jobs and more access to better mental health care which would see a much happier and 

productive society.” 

Employment is considered a way to ensure Clare natives stay or return to live in the 

county. This is captured by a number of respondent who state 

“I would like Clare to be a place where young people would find work and settle here” 

And  

“I am very happy here in Clare. I appreciate not having a long commute to work and 

appreciate the quality of life here. However, I would love better job prospects so our kids 

can make their lives here too if they want.” 

In summary, these contributions acknowledge the potential of Clare and the need to 

develop an inclusive, sustainable and prosperous future for all people in the county.   
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Group Questionnaire 

The second questionnaire probed the views of local groups about the range of issues 

including views of the PPN and current difficulties they face. The following section of the 

report will explore the general impressions of the PPN, attitudes to local decision makers, 

and current issues faced by local groups.  

General Impressions of PPN 

In general, local groups indicated a positive view of Clare PPN and its capacity to 

represent and articulate the interests of community and voluntary section in the county.  

However, there is a perception amongst some respondents that the work of the PPN needs 

to be publicised and promoted better. The PPN is considered by many groups as a 

potential effective means to improve how local decision makers understand the views of 

their organisations and furthering the participation of local groups in local authority 

decision and policy making.  

Local Groups and Local Decision Makers 

Local groups were asked the extent to which they have contacted local authority officials 

and elected representatives on issues of importance to them as well as their perceptions 

of the extent to which local decision makers heard and understood issues of importance 

to them. 66 per cent of organisations had contacted local elected representatives about 

issues faced by their group and its members. Approximately, 48 per cent of these 

organisations were broadly satisfied with the assistance they received. Those critical of 

the responses of local elected representatives highlighted the lack of meaningful action 

and engagement after initial contact and representations.  
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72 per cent of groups contacted local authority officials about issues faced by the group 

and its members. Of those respondents who commented on this experience, the vast 

majority were positive about their relationship with local authority officials in Clare. For 

the most part, local public officials are considered to be attentive, helpful and supportive 

to local organisations. However, only 46 per cent of local organisations agree their views 

and interests are heard and understood by decision-makers in County Clare.  32 per 

cent disagree while 22 per cent do not know. There is a belief amongst many respondents 

that while decision-makers understand their concerns there is a lack of commitment and 

resources on the part of decision makers in their responses to these same concerns. 

Moreover, there is a perception that issues relating to the animal welfare and the 

environment are not high priorities for local decision makers. This emphasises the 

important distinction between the extent to which decision-makers understood the 

concerns of local organisation and their ability or willingness to act upon these to the 

satisfaction of local groups.  

 

 

Issues Faced by Groups 

The group questionnaire asked local organisations about issues they currently face. The 

responses were interesting and highlight the importance of funding and further training. 

Not surprisingly perhaps, the biggest difficult faced by local groups is funding. General 

fundraising is the most prominent form of revenue for local organisations along with 

subscriptions. Many groups identify the importance of improved funding for local 

voluntary organisations in terms of hope for the future.  
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75 per cent of respondents indicated that their members could benefit from training in a 

particular skill. A considerable number of groups indicated they would benefit from 

training in communications particularly social media skills. Moreover, training in general 

IT is also considered important. This is not surprising considering the importance of 

social media to publicizing their work. For example, 82 per cent of organisations 

indicated they promote their activities through social media with 80 per cent through 

word of mouth. A number of groups indicated they would benefit from training in longer 

term advocacy and campaigning. Moreover, a number of groups indicated that general 

engagement and support from members of the local community is crucial to the 

continued functioning of the organisation. 

Best Thing about Clare and Hopes for the Future 

Similar to the individual survey, on terms of being active in County Clare, the geographic 

beauty of the county and local community spirit is considered important. Respondents 

referenced the scenic beauty and the strong community spirit in Clare. Groups were 

asked to give two ‘hopes’ they have for the future of the county.  One clear hope amongst 

respondents is respect for and protection of the local environment. This follows on from 

the importance of the geography of County Clare identified by many respondents are a 

key strength of Clare. Respondents also identified the need to improve the local economy 

and infrastructure. A key theme of this is the development of transport, economic 

development including increased sustainable employment and more effective public 

services.  
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By Group 

The following section will give a brief overview of the results of the group questionnaire 

according to the 3 PPN pillars.  

Environment 

Five local environment groups in Clare completed the questionnaire. All groups had 

heard of the PPN beforehand and the majority of respondents indicated a positive 

impression of the PPN. 60 per cent contacted local elected representatives and 66 per 

cent local authority officials. The overall impression of the response received is positive. 

However, approximately two thirds of environment organisations do not feel their voice 

is heard or understood by local decision makers. Issues such as sustainable development 

are not seen as high priorities with the local authority. Funding is a concern for a number 

of the groups who participated in the questionnaire. Environment emphasise the 

contribution made by their groups on issues of the environment, awareness of climate 

change and sustainable development and social well-being. In addition, greater 

awareness and respect for the environment is an important aim for the future of Clare 

among these organisations.  

Social Inclusion 

8 social inclusion groups completed the questionnaire. Two thirds of social inclusion 

groups indicated they contacted local elected representatives about issues faced by the 

groups and its members with 80 per cent indicating dissatisfaction with the responses 

received. While they indicated good relationships with local authority officials, the 

majority of social inclusion groups do not believe the views and interests of their 

organisation are understood by local decision-makers.    

Participation in the PPN is considered a means to improve how their views are better 

heard by decision makers and respondents are generally positive about the current 

functioning of the PPN. A number of respondents, however, indicated the importance of 

strategic planning and clearer objectives in terms of the relationship with Clare County 

Council. 

Social inclusion organisations indicated that they provide important community based 

health and well-being services to local people. 85 per cent of respondents believe their 

organisations could benefit from training in specific skills. More specifically, the need for 

increased social media and IT skills is apparent. Approximately, 75 per cent of social 

inclusions are funded primarily through national government funding.  However, a lack 

of funding is considered a key difficulty for many social inclusion organisations. The 

importance of community to County Clare was highlighted by respondents. In terms of 

hopes for the future, respondents referenced the importance of employment, respect for 

the environment, improved transport and public services as well as enhanced public 

participation.   
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Community and Voluntary  

37 Community and Voluntary organisations completed the questionnaire. The perception 

of the PPN is overwhelmingly positive amongst respondents. Approximately two thirds of 

respondents indicated they had contacted local elected representatives just over 56 per 

cent of which indicated satisfaction with the response received. 75 per cent of Community 

& Voluntary groups have contacted local authority officials with the majority of 

respondents expressing positive relationships with relevant public officials. 

Interestingly, 50 per cent of respondents expressed agreement that the views and 

interests of their group are heard and understood by local decision makers. 

Approximately, 25 per cent of respondents disagreed. However, some respondents 

indicated that supports from decision makers are often lacking and expressed scepticism 

concerning the appetite of local decision makers to implement the concerns of their 

group.  

43 per cent of Community & Voluntary groups revealed they have participated in a 

campaign or protest on a specific issue. In terms of increasing the responsiveness of 

decision-makers, the PPN is considered of potential importance. In addition, more 

effective campaigning and lobbying is identified as a means to boost how the concerns of 

their group are understood by decision-makers.  

In terms of funding, general fundraising is the most common source of income. 

Approximately 15 per cent receive national government funding with less than ten per 

cent are in receipt of local authority funding. Unsurprisingly, perhaps, funding is the 

primary difficulty faced by Community and Voluntary organisations who participated in 

this study. In addition, greater support from local communities in terms of volunteers 

and members is highlighted. IT skills particularly the more effective use of social media 

is highlighted as the key skill in need of further training amongst respondents. The use 

of social media is considered a means to increase awareness, advertising, and general 

communication.  

Not surprisingly, perhaps, the strength of local communities is considered one of the best 

features of life in Clare. The overall geography and beauty of the environment is also 

prominent. In terms of hope for the future, the responses reflect the myriad nature of 

groups within the community and voluntary umbrella. Economic and Infrastructural 

development particularly employment and transport feature prominently. In addition, 

many groups emphasised the importance of education, awareness of issues such as 

diversity and mental health, and enhanced participation in political life particularly 

amongst younger people in Clare. 
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Conclusion 

This report explores the results of surveys of local civil society organisations in Clare and 

ordinary members of the public. The report highlights a number of issues of concern to 

local community groups and local citizens and reveals general satisfaction with life in 

Clare and its scenic landscape and environment. The report indicates that funding is a 

key issue of concern for local organisations. In addition, training particularly in the use 

of IT and social media is considered important to their future activities. It is clear that 

housing, health services, the availability of decent employment are key concerns of 

respondents, the lack of public transport is also an issue of concern and impacts the 

ability of local people to travel around the county. Family and local communities are 

sources of satisfaction for many respondents. It is intended that the PPN will consider 

the results of the questionnaires in terms of its future advocacy and representation of 

local communities in Clare and they are grateful to all who participated.  

 

 

For more information on Clare Public Participation Network 

See our website www.clareppn.ie 

Contact sarah@clareppn.ie 

Twitter at @Clare_ppn 

Facebook  www.facebook.com/clareppn/ 
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