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Ireland’s Sixth Crisis 

Severe Implementation Deficit Disorder 

Eddie Molloy                                         (A note to accompany Powerpoint) 

 

 About 15 years ago I assisted in facilitating a week-long meeting of the 
Catholic bishops designed to address some of the many problems being faced by the 
Church.  As the week wore on and we were making very little progress one of the 
bishops, perhaps noticing my impatience, said to me over coffee:  “You know of 
course that you can’t pour new wine into old wineskins”.  I asked him to explain what 
this meant and he said:  “You can’t hope for fundamental change by relying on us, 
the people and structures that have brought us here.” 

Last year when NESC published a report entitled Ireland’s Five Part Crisis:  
The Need for an Integrated Response I wrote to them recalling this story by way of 
suggesting that they should publish an additional, sixth chapter that would set out 
Ireland’s sixth crisis, namely the incapacity of the ‘old wineskins’ to respond 
effectively to NESC’s brilliant analysis and recommendations.  The ‘old wineskins’ in 
this case are the major institutions that created the five crises in the first place, the 
crises in the public finances, banking, competitiveness, social fabric and Ireland’s 
international reputation.  These institutions include the Partnership Process, political 
parties, the banks, the Central Bank, individual Trade Unions, the Department of 
Finance and others.  

Whatever the substantive problem being addressed, be it the five national 
crises set out by NESC of any other problem, it is always necessary to name and 
render discussible the implementation gap, particularly the culture and mindset of the 
institutions that were central actors in causing the particular problem and which are 
key to its solution.  

 God knows we are not short of enquiries and investigations and not short of 
sensible recommendations on countless topics, such as the control of development 
land, the care of vulnerable children, reform of the taxation system, renewal of the 
secondary school curriculum, the transformation of our mental health services or the 
need for farmers to produce food that consumers want to eat. 

 In most cases we have not been short of money to implement recommended 
solutions.  We have known and been reminded again and again about the right thing 
to do - - but we have failed to act.  

 The failure of institutions to act when presented with indisputable facts and 
sensible remedies is because they suffer from a condition felicitously named by a 
former civil servant as Implementation Deficit Disorder.  Recently the symptoms of 
this disorder were captured in an observation by Dr. Diarmuid Martin when he 
referred to  

“ - -  dark forces at work who resist the emergence of the truth and full 
implementation of the Church’s child protection guidelines” 
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Dr. Martin put his finger on two key elements that could be applied to any 
domain, namely strenuous efforts to frustrate the emergence of truth and, should the 
truth somehow eventually emerge, resistance to implementing the specified remedial 
actions.  

 Implementation deficit disorder is a deeply embedded impulse or reflex within 
the culture of established institutions: 

To rationalise, deny, obfuscate and otherwise dismiss compelling evidence of 
failure and the need to change. 

To disown any responsibility for what went wrong.  (“Lehmans caused our 
banking problems.”) 

To protect the interests of the most powerful stakeholders. 

To suggest we put the past behind us and move on. 

And to propose that “we (the old wineskins) are the best people to sort it out”. 

The main carriers of implementation deficit disorder are organised groups with 
strong bargaining power such as barristers, the trade unions, medical consultants or 
property developers.  Also senior public servants, executives and board members 
who have reached the top of their respective organisations because, in most cases, 
they were competent but, more importantly, because they were a good “cultural fit”.  
They were unlikely ever to have “questioned the prevailing culture” (as Bishop Jim 
Moriarty put it on stepping down).  They were a safe pair of hands whose core value 
was loyalty to their own group, their own circle, golden or otherwise 

In summary: 

We have enormous problems, comparable to those of a country that has 
been to war. 

We know for the most part what went wrong, and who was responsible. 

We know what we need to do – the countless reports on our many problems 
have spelt out the remedies 

But we are stuck.  The old wineskins who have received the reports that cite 
their role in creating the crises have so far shown themselves to be culturally 
incapable of reform. 

So is there any way out of this predicament other than to “hope against hope”, 
trusting that, if given one more chance, they will do what needs to be done?  Must we 
rely on the “wounded healer”, as someone described Cardinal Brady when 
advocating that he would be the best man to lead the Catholic Church’s 
implementation of child protections guidelines?  
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Recommendations 

 

Six recommendations for breaking out of this bind: 

1.  Dysfunctional families need outside help:   

Reform from within is possible but very rare and reform from within closed 
systems is almost impossible.  A closed system is one where, among other 
features, the people who fill the top positions are lifers, who have reached the 
top precisely because they were good ‘company men’. 

Closed systems need the intervention of new blood and new, powerful, 
oversight structures if they are to have any chance of reform.  The immediate 
impact of Elderfield and Honahan demonstrates this principle.  The RUC, one of 
the best cases of institutional reform in Ireland, benefited from the Nuala O’Loan 
Ombudsman structure and the hiring of a Chief Constable from the U.K.  HIQA, 
a new structure and many of whose senior staff come from outside the HSE is 
jolting various HSE services into action after years of inertia. 

Applied to the structure of Government, reform of the Public Service will not 
occur unless there is a new cabinet structure, with new blood brought in.  
Specifically this means a senior Cabinet Ministry, whose full time focus is on 
the reform agenda.  This Ministry needs to be staffed by handpicked internal and 
external staff and be supported by an expert, credible, external advisory board.  
It must have real power and a substantial budget to incentivise reform. 

The Department of Finance, which has advocated that it be given primary 
responsibility for leading Public Service reform is incapable of doing so.  
Recently the Minister for Finance announced an external enquiry into the 
performance of the Department by an independent expert from outside Ireland. 

 

2. What get measured gets done: 

In 2007 – 08 we were applauding ourselves as “the second most wealthy 
country in Europe after Luxembourg”.  The country was “awash with money”, to 
such a degree that the Government was giving it away in the form of SSIAs.  But 
this one-dimensional view of the wealth of the  nation masked massive incipient 
problems which have now come home to roost, catastrophically.  

The poet Oliver Goldsmith’s lines tell the Sad Story of Ireland in the decade 
2000 – 2010. 

Ill fares the land, 

To hastening ills a prey 

Where wealth accumulates 

And men decay. 

(The Deserted Village, 1770) 
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Every year there is a well-heralded and widely reported set piece where the 
Minister for Finance, with his family in attendance, reports on Budget Day on the 
state of the public finances – GNP, GDP, National Debt, taxation receipts and so 
forth. 

I would strongly advocate a statutory requirement to report annually on four 
other essential measures of the wealth of the nation: 

• Wealth creation capacity  such as the structure of industry, rate of 
innovation, cost competitiveness and quality of management. 

• Infrastructure – such as the roll out of broadband, water quality, the 
education system, regulation and waste management. 

• Quality of Life and Social Justice:  such as income disparity (Ireland is 
the second most unequal country in the developed world), care of 
vulnerable people, education levels, civil liberties and racial harmony. 

• Finally and crucially, there should be an annual account of the health of 
our public service and government, specifically the degree to which 
these vital institutions are ethical, competent and accountable. 

Depicted graphically a balanced scorecard, a more holistic assessment of the 
true wealth of the nation would be as in Figure 1.  

Fig. 1 

A Balanced Scorecard for Ireland 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is well within the reach, of say, the ESRI and the National Competitive 
Council to produce a set of indices which could be reported on annually over a 
two-day period at ‘budget time’. 

We have paid a terrible price for not measuring, tracking and systematically 
reporting on the other four dimensions, while we continued to party on the basis 
of our unprecedented wealth, “fools gold” as Fintan O’Toole called it. 

What gets measured gets done.  Regular measurement and reporting are the 
keys to reducing the risk of devastating surprises.  
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3.  Strengthen the Strategic Centre: 

At the centre of our ‘scorecard’ is the Public Service.  Sometimes in jest 
called the ‘permanent government’, the country desperately needs 
comprehensive strengthening of the public service, particularly what the OECD 
calls the “strategic centre”. 

Recently, in response to questions by Jim O’Keeffe, T.D., Kevin Cardiff, 
Secretary General of the Department of Finance, admitted to the Public 
Accounts Committee that the department lacked the technical skills to handle the 
financial crises facing the country.  Right across the senior echelons of the civil 
and public service there are similar deficits, particularly in policy-making and in 
support units such as H.R., Finance, I.T. and Economics. 

In order to strengthen the strategic centre the following actions would greatly 
contribute: 

• Stop and, where practically possible, reverse Decentralisation which has 
seriously degraded the capacity of the public service.  (Decentralisation 
was the most scandalous political stroke of all time involving the 
appropriation and vandalisation of the public service for Fianna Fail and 
P.D. party-political gain.)  

• Beef up the specialist, professional expertise of policy-making units. 

• Fill 25% of senior positions from outside the Civil Service.  Of the 82 
senior posts open to outsiders in recent times 81 were filled by internal 
candidates, although over 300 applications were received from outsiders.  
Reliance on seamless internal handovers, as occurred in the Dept. of 
Finance over the holidays last Christmas ensures continuity of the 
embedded culture. 

• Address the formation of senior public servants.  By formation is meant 
not merely training in administrative and sector specific skills but the 
inculcation of a value system. 

• Establish the discipline of real, edgy, transparent strategic management.  
Government departments and public agencies publish strategic plans 
about every three years but the track record in implementation is poor.  
It’s as if the job is done with the publication of the plan in a glossy 
booklet, with a ‘leagan Gaelach’ attached.  There is no effective system 
of strategic review and transparent reporting. 
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4. Comprehensive overhaul of our systems of truth  - and consequences 

Behaviour is a function of consequences.  The reason Bertie Ahearn could 
swear an oath at a tribunal and end up telling us he won the money on a horse, 
and hope to get away with it, was because he saw his predecessor get away 
with it.  John Gilligan offered the same explanation last week. 

Recently an official of the Office of the Director of Corporate Enforcement 
(ODCE) told senior Gardaí and lawyers that no one prosecuted for white collar 
crime has been jailed in the 10-year history of the office. 

A range of actions are available to the current or next Government to 
establish effective systems of accountability – that is, accountability with 
consequences: 

• Change the Ministers and Secretaries Act of 1924 to allow official 
advice to be published and enable public servants to answer 
questions about policy when appearing before Oireachtas 
Committees. 

• Restore the Freedom of Information system to its full intended status. 

• Implement an effective whistleblowers charter. 

• Create instruments of enquiry that can get at the truth without costing 
a fortune and taking a generation to reach conclusions. 

• Restore the Equality Authority to its full strength. 

• Strengthen the powers of regulators. 

• Enact laws which will effectively deter white collar crime. 

• Restore perjury as a crime. 

 These steps which could be taken within the first 100 days of a new 
government would dramatically signal an end to the culture of impunity. 

 

5. Explicitly Address the Culture of Institutions: 

Over the past two years or so it is remarkable how frequently 
commentators have reached for the construct ‘culture’ to explain seemingly 
intractable problems and catastrophic institutional failures.  Just for example, 
we’ve had the “culture of denial and cover-up in the Catholic Church”, the 
culture of “deference” and “timidity” in the Financial Regulator’s Office, the 
“culture of greed” among bankers and developers – and so forth. 

There was a time when culture was seen by ‘real’ executives as ‘soft’, 
‘touchy-feely’.  But there is nothing soft about culture. 

One of the lessons of the past decade is that new rules are not enough to 
ensure high standards.  There has been a spate of new rules, e.g. child 
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protection guidelines, new standards for public office, rules from regulators, 
the combined corporate code and, not to mention, the law and the 10 
commandments. 

Institutional culture has to be explicitly addressed if people are to progress 
beyond a historical inclination to subvert rules or, at best, a sullen compliance 
that has to be constantly policed to a genuine commitment to the letter and 
spirit of specified standards. 

If it is accepted that institutional cultures are a root cause of failure and the 
biggest obstacle to reform then there are several concrete steps that can be 
taken: 

• Boards and senior executive teams should give quality time on a 
regular basis to engaging with the organisation’s values and 
culture.  

• Make a culture audit an integral element of strategic planning and 
make a section on culture a requirement in all annual reports. 

• Initiate a major, multi-year programme to re-appropriate and 
breathe life into the foundational values of the Public Service. 

In spite of the universal acceptance of the vital importance of culture 
there is generally a reluctance to ‘go there’.  There is an awkwardness, even 
a taboo, on asking the question ‘in which ways are we, as a Board/Senior 
Team, putting into practice or violating the values we publicly espouse?’ 

 

6. A Call to Arms:  Personal Leadership: 

When Jim Moriarty expressed regrets on stepping down as Bishop of 
Kildare and Leighlin that “on reflection I should have questioned the prevailing 
culture”, one’s heart sank at the thought of tragedies that befell many children 
and the continuing injustices inflicted on them because of the failure of Bishop 
Moriarty and others to challenge and confront the culture of denial and cover-
up. 

Another kind of tragedy, the catastrophic collapse of our banks, 
occurred because in the words of Regling and Watson “no one in authority 
has the courage to shout stop”. 

I was discussing this critical issue of personal responsibility with a 
friend and he reminded me of the Kitty Genovese case.  Kitty was murdered 
on the Streets of Queens, N.Y. in 1965 in front of 38 witnesses, none of 
whom did anything to prevent her murder.  Afterwards each one rationalised:  
“Someone out to have done something about it but I didn’t feel it was up to 
me.” 

“It’s easier (and safer) to avoid and ignore that to acknowledge and 
confront”, as Elaine Byrne said recently in the Irish Times.  Fr. Hegarty was 
sent to Erris and Fr. McGinty who blew the whistle on Msgr. Ledwith in 
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Maynooth was sent, literally, to Coventry.  There is the well known case of the 
Senior Finance official who challenged Charlie McGreevy and was banished 
to an E U. Job for his sins.  The cases of Mr. Spollen and Mr. McErlean, 
internal auditors in AIB, also come to mind. 

There were two main sentiments expressed in the reactions I received 
to the articles I wrote recently in the Irish Times strongly criticising the 
Department of Finance.  One was palpable relief that “at last someone has 
said what needed to be said for a long time” and, secondly, fear for my well-
being.  Sean O’Rourke asked me on RTE’s News at One “Were your articles 
criticising the Dept. of Finance a suicide note regarding your career as a 
management consultant?” 

These are terrible times.  I would compare the state of the country to 
one that has been involved in a war.  The state’s coffers are empty, many 
people will die, a whole generation whom we have reared and educated will 
be lost and we are faced with bulldozing derelict buildings across the country. 

This is truly a moment of truth for everyone in a position of authority.  
The choice is to lie low like the witnesses to the murder of Kitty Genovese 
and the people in authority to whom Regling and Watson refer, or to show 
courage in action. 

In 1916 people showed courage in action by taking up arms and 
sacrificing their lives for a noble cause.  The plight of the country today with 
its deep financial and social crises forces us to face the painful truth that as a 
nation we never fulfilled the dream of 1916, the creation of a true republic.   

Today as 2016 approaches everyone, most especially people in a 
positions of authority, are presented with a moment of truth.  Their choice is 
either to keep their heads down as they have done up to now, with all its 
awful consequences, of to show courage in action by speaking out, by 
blowing the whistle on abuse and, crucially, by confronting the prevailing 
culture of their own tribe.  Just for example, is there one just man or woman in 
the Law Library who will speak out against what the Taxing Master called the 
“revolting”, “disgusting”, “bewildering” fees claimed recently by a number of 
the most senior members?  

We will soon be honouring the heroes of 1916 with great pomp and 
ceremony.  Who will be the heroes of 2016 and what will distinguish them?  

 


