OUR ELECTORAL SYSTEM AND POLITICAL CULTURE HAVE TO BE CHANGED?

Noel Whelan’s talk to MacGill Summer School Glenties Co. Donegal July 2010.
Last year in this country we enjoyed a relatively ‘unsilly’ summer season. Last July and August there were so many substantial political issues to be deliberated upon in light of the economic trauma of the previous twelve months and in the context of framing last year’s budget, there was less energy and space for the usual spate of personality driven or trivia stories which traditionally dominate summertime political coverage.  In my view the MacGill Summer School played no small part in shaping the tone of last summer’s public discourse, coming as it did in the week after the publication of Colm McCarthy’s An Bord Snip Nua report and taking as its theme The Irish Economy - What Went Wrong? How will we fix it.

Again this year the MacGill Summer School seems to have come to the right theme at the right moment. There has been a flurry of discussion in print, on-air and on-line over the last year about the need for ‘renewing our republic’, replacing our constitution and/or reforming our political system. Much of this discussion has been vague on specific proposals for change and on those few occasions where specific proposals for change had been advanced, they have tended to be more simplistic and populist than substantial and considered. It is to be hoped that this week’s deliberations here in Glenties will provide the opportunity for a more comprehensive, more measured and more informed debate particularly on reform of our political system.

In asking us at this particular session to address the theme Our Electoral System and Political Culture have to be changed? - the director of the MacGill Summer School has exhibited a more sophisticated appreciation of the issues surrounding political reform and the inter-relationship between system design and political environment than most. Many who have delved into this political reform debate in recent months have advanced a crude notion that if we could only change our electoral system we would somehow change the behaviour of our politicians and voters so that they behave ‘better’ – by which they mean behave whichever way the journalist/academic/commentator in question thinks they should behave.

Much of the debate about political reform has also been characterised by a failure to appreciate that the particular challenges which our political culture present cannot be cured simply by alterations to systems. Many of the proposals have also been one-dimensional and fail to appreciate that changing one aspect of our political system in isolation – like the electoral system- can have implications on the other side of the complex constitutional Rubik’s Cube which is the institutional framework of the Irish political system.

Many of those calling or campaigning for political reform do so out of a genuine passion to improve how our politics work. Most however seek political reform because they, naturally, want to change the make up of the Cabinet or of the Dáil to comprise politicians who think or behave more like them. What constitutes good politics is always a subjective judgement. Every politician will have a different view of what is good for the country and even if they are slow to admit it all commentators, academics, journalists have their own political views. 

The debate about political reform is happening in an ideological vacuum. 

The view of many of those prominent in this recent debate about political reform is that the fault with our political system is that the electorate have elected and re-elected Fianna Fáil too often for their liking. That’s the aspect of our political system with which they are most unhappy - the voters’ democratic choice. They naively think that if we had a different system, Fianna Fáil’s dominance might have been reduced. The only comforting thing for those of this view however is that on the basis of current polling Fianna Fáil will soon be out of government perhaps for a lengthy period irrespective of whether or not the political system is changed. The most dramatic political reform we are likely to see in this country in the months and years to come is not going to be in the shape and function of our political systems but the change in personnel who will be running the system. This turnover in personnel will arise primarily from what appears now to be the almost inevitable collapse of Fianna Fáil’s vote share at the next election. 

The current round of debate about political reform is also taking place in the context of the unprecedented economic crisis through which this country is currently going. Reform is traumatised by the sheer pace and scale of the economic collapse over the last two years and many commentators and voters are reaching for illusionary cures. They have convinced themselves that gracious meddling with our constitutional architecture will ease the country’s predicament. They exhibit the symptoms of stressed, obsessive acting out, wanting to take things apart and re-arranging them just for the hell of it.

Among the most peculiar of the suggestions advanced of late is the notion that our electoral system should be changed so that we have better qualified ministers, more specialists, more scientists, more economists, or more entrepreneurs in our government. All of which shows no understanding of the complex skill set any particular individual requires to be an effective political leader in the Irish context. What this country needs now more than ever are political leaders who are good quality decision makers, good quality communicators, (good listeners as well as talkers) and who can at the same time manage and manipulate parliamentary, party and voter expectations to achieve the national interest. 

When some of these proposals for electoral reform are examined in more detail it is clear that the changes proposed would not in fact, in the context of Ireland’s particular political culture, produce a Cabinet laden with commerce or science PhDs. Even if it did, there is no evidence to suggest that those with such qualifications would make better ministers. While some of the best political leaders we have had were highly qualified individuals, many of those who have proved the most effective leaders in our country’s history had little or no formal education.

Another of the fallacies bandied about of late is that somehow if we had a shorter constitution we would have a better constitution. This is patent nonsense, not least because a short and vague constitutional text would leave so much more to be interpreted by judicial activism or to be altered by a particular majority at any given moment in time.

I don’t intend to dwell extensively on the issue of reform of the electoral system. It is not an issue for which I see a pressing need. In addition, having shared platforms and radio panels with him, I know that David Farrell makes the argument against simply changing the system for the sake of it more comprehensively and articulately than I 

ever could.

What I do want to do however is focus on three particular aspects of our political system and culture which I think are in need of urgent reform and suggest proposals for real and substantial change which could be effected without constitutional amendment or waiting for sociological transformation.

The three most damaging features of the Irish political system are: 

- the culture of obsessive secrecy which permeates our politics and public sector;

- the stranglehold which our executive branch has over our parliament;

- the short term focus of our politicians and of much of our political debate.

I want first however for a moment to say something about my concern that the current opportunity for political reform will be wasted. All the signs are that the political parties will manage their way through the current pressure for real political reform on the government side by sitting mute and on the opposition side by kicking this hot potato off into the long grass to constitutional conventions or citizens assemblies.

If I take the opposition parties first: They have all been prominent in talking the talk and speaking much about the need for wholesale constitutional reform and sounding radical by talking of ‘citizens assemblies’ or ‘constitutional conventions’. Apart from superficial proposals on relatively minor aspects of our political system (the length of the president’s term, the titles of Dáil committees) the opposition parties have avoided addressing the detail of political reform. Suggesting that some constitutional review group or all party committee should examine the matter has been the devise repeatedly deployed by political parties of all descriptions to park or long finger political reform. Instead of making big decisions the politicians want to set up a big committee. The best way to sound radical but avoid doing anything is to talk about a root and branch reconfiguration of our whole constitutional system. 

In its document “New Politics” Fine Gael promises within 12 months of coming into office to hold an omnibus referendum which would abolish Seanad Éireann, reduce the president’s term of office from seven years to five, grant constitutional status to four standing Dáil committees, enable a petition system for electors to the Dáil. The original draft of the FG document (as reported Harry McGee Irish Times) provided for the election of 15 TDs by a list system. The only two of these proposals which are really of any significance are the first and the last. The Seanad abolition while it sounds dramatic is actually a superficially attractive and populist proposal. I like others have argued that at least one attempt at substantial Seanad reform should be made before the case for abolition is finally made out. The proposal to elect 15 TDs was dropped after objections from the FG parliamentary party and instead this issue was referred to a ‘citizens assembly’. 

Meanwhile the Labour leader in March promised to set up a ‘constitutional convention’ when his party comes to power. Labour has of yet published no substantial proposal outlining its own views on what changes are needed to our constitution or political system. In a radio discussion with both myself and Dr Farrell, the Labour Party participant, Senator Alex White, rejected my contention that Gilmore was merely sending the issues of political reform off to a ‘constitutional convention’ in the sky as a mean of Labour avoiding giving its own view on the issue. Senator White, who is the party leader in the Seanad, promised that Labour would be announcing specific proposals and doing so soon. We have heard nothing yet but no doubt with both Pat Rabbitte and Eamon Gilmore due to speak here in Glenties this week we will get all the detail we desire.

While the contribution to the political reform debate from the opposition parties has been more about public relations stunts, the silence from government on the issue has been deafening. It is truly peculiar that while our entire political and policy process has been shaken by the tremors of the recent economic earthquake the government has had so little to say about the implications which these events have for the political system. Even if these were normal political times the current government could be seen as unimaginative and conservative when it comes to the political reform agenda. Even if it manages to implement its programme for government before leaving office, all it will have achieved in this area is a directly elected Dublin mayor which is a relatively minor change in local not national government, the establishment of an electoral commission which is a largely administrative change and a ban on corporate donations which even if constitutionally permissible can still be circumvented by the wealthy making secret donations in a personal capacity.

It is disturbing that in light of the shockwaves which have shaken our politics in the last two years there has been no new impetus or no new ideas on political reform from the government parties - no acceptance even that our system needs to change in light of the lessons to be learnt from the current banking, fiscal and jobs crisis. I have not been able to find any published remarks from the Taoiseach or any of his senior ministers about political reform since he came to office. It is time for the government to end its silence on political reform.  With no fewer than five cabinet ministers scheduled to speak here in Glenties this week it will be interesting to see what if any new ideas and practical proposals they have on this topic.

I passionately believe that our political system needs radical overhaul. I believe that this can be done quicker and perhaps more effectively by procedural and legislative rather than constitutional change. It is precisely because I am of the view that our political system needs to be transformed that I am pleading for those who campaign for political reform to focus on that which can be achieved and achieved now. It would be a shame if this moment of political and economic crisis was to be wasted on merely setting up grand constitutional debating chambers. 

There are dozens of steps which our politicians could take as soon as the Dáil gets back from its summer recess which cumulatively could transform our political system. I have written about many of them before, but I want to focus on some of them briefly now under the broad headings of etransparency and restoring parliamentary power.

 eTransparency

The first suggestion is aimed at removing the compulsive secrecy in our political system. I argue that the online release of public sector-generated data would transform levels of accountability in politics and in the public sector generally. Instead of a reform or gradual extension of Freedom of Information legislation as some suggest I argue that what is now needed in this country is a complete cultural shift. Freedom of information is an analogue device for a digital age. A system where journalists or other interested parties retrospectively submit requests for documents previously generated is no longer appropriate or sufficient. What we now need in this country, right across the public sector, is to make a massive leap forward to eTransparency.

In my view there is no good reason why the bulk of documentation and information generated in the public sector cannot be uploaded weekly or monthly on to the internet. There have been exponential advances in the technology enabling this to be done in recent years, and even more awesome developments will come. I believe that there should be a presumption in favour of online publication of all public documentation and of the details of all public expenditure.

eTransparency in our political system would also help us to understand what our politicians and public servants do every day, what it costs and why they do it. 

In the private sector the golden rule is that if you want to change behaviour, you first must monitor it. If the true breakdown of the way in which time and money is used in our political system and our public service generally was available online, the public would better appreciate the way in which that time and money is used, and where necessary it would be improved. There would be an army of people happy to conduct open source monitoring of public activity and money.

While some of those with the inclination to spend their time analysing the online data would be motivated by cynicism or by opposition to specific policy initiatives, they could be easily balanced by those, similarly armed with the full facts, who can better make the case for spending public money or public service time in a certain way.

If the budgets of each of our embassies had been published online monthly and we could have seen that several hundred euro was being spent sending an official and a limo to meet a Minister each time one landed at an airport in their territory, that practice would have ceased long ago. If monthly online accounts from each section of Fás had been available, the scale of the public affairs and advertising budget at Fás would have been visible.

Such a presumption in favour of online publication would require a seismic shift in our political culture, the mindset of those who run our political system and our public administration, but it would also be liberating. It would take time and effort and needs to be done with regard to data protection and personal rights, but unwrapping the shroud of secrecy which cloaks so much of our public affairs would, in the long run, improve the quality not only of our public administration but also of our public debate. There would be less of the “Gotcha” effect that currently characterises media treatment of freedom of information revelations.

Restoring parliamentary power

The second area I want to focus on briefly is parliamentary reform which is in my view much more important than proposals for electoral reform and again could transform how our system works without the need for constitutional change. Our politicians should stop talking about and do something about substantial and immediate Dáil reform. The Dáil should quickly implement all those reforms of parliamentary rules and procedures which they all have claimed for so long they are all in favour of. Cabinet should take the lead on such initiatives and if it doesn’t, backbenchers instead of continuing to whine about their political impotence, should insist on change and/or opposition politicians should refuse to continue to participate in our current parliamentary charade by withdrawing from the chamber. 

The changes on which it should be possible for all parties to agree would include: 

· the handing of control over the Dáil timetable and business schedule to a business committee comprising a majority of backbench deputies; 

· the allocation of committee chairmanships and all other oireachtas offices to parties according to party strength under the D’Hondt system and then the election of chairs by secret ballot;

· a radical overhaul of speaking rules, some small but potentially significant, like prohibiting scripts and allowing greater interruption and interaction;

· a multi-stage budgetary process beginning with consideration of broad budgetary strategy in a Dáil committee in September and a draft budget in October;

· Ministers question time to be conducted at committee level rather than in the full Dáil chamber with the Taoiseach to face committee questions at least once weekly;

· reducing constituency representational  burden of deputies by extending legal prohibitions on representations to certain bodies (akin to that which currently applies to the Director of Public Prosecution and NAMA); 

· full disclosure of all political party funding and accounts with every donation over €100 to be published on-line.

In conclusion I want to say something about the need to lengthen the focus of our politicians and public debate from the short term to strategic. It is often said that the problem with our politicians is that they worry only about the next election rather than the long-term interest of the country. Unfortunately for much of the boom years, and in many cases still, the problem is worse than that – the focus of our politicians is even shorter, too often their focus is on the next news bulletin or next weekend’s Sunday newspaper headlines. One of the reasons our politics has been so bad in recent years is because so many of our politicians are focused on or even afraid of the media.

There has been a transformation in the number of media covering our politics over the last decade in particular and the fact that our politics now operates in this larger and more intense media glare has changed how our politicians behave. 

On balance the growth in the size of the media can be seen as a positive trend. More and larger spotlights should at least in theory lead to greater transparency. However, although the amount of news spread and airtime to be filled by political reportage and analysis has grown that does not mean that the amount of news to be covered has necessarily increased. Some of the additional airtime has been devoted to more comprehensive coverage of substantive politics but not all of it. The gap is being filled to an extent by a dumbing down in the determination of what is news and by a greater focus on the minutiae of political ‘processology’. The daily or hourly twists and turns in politics that now get so much attention may appear significant when compared with how the story was covered in an earlier programme but ultimately it is  medium term trends that actually matter. Unfortunately however too many of our politicians do not see it like that.

It is depressing to see the extent to which our politics increasingly allows its agenda to be set by the media rather than the other way around. Until a few years ago my other half used to work as an adviser to a government Minister and the timing of the first telephone call to our house on any Dáil sitting day was determined by the running order on Morning Ireland. Sometimes the phone would ring immediately after the 7am news headlines or It Says In The Papers but more usually it came just after who ever was being interviewed in the programmes 8.10am ‘front page’ slot had finished speaking. The call always came from staffer in government buildings whose job it was to listen to the programme, assess its implications for Dáil question time later that day and make sure briefings were prepared for the Taoiseach. 

Somebody on the opposition staff obviously had and still has a similar role because more often than not the first question asked of the Taoiseach by Enda Kenny or Eamonn Gilmore raises something which has been reported or said a few hours previously on Morning Ireland. It amounts to reversal of what should be the proper order. What the Dáil decides to focus on today should determine tomorrow’s media agenda rather than the other way around.

The more worrying consequences of the explosion in news coverage on radio and TV however is that the mere fact that there is so much airtime to fill means that the pace of political events has accelerated. At times of greatest controversy or crisis our politicians should take more time for reflection and not allow their action to be shaped by the start time of the next news programme. There are many occasions when the intensity and extent of media coverage of politics coupled with our politicians hyper sensitivity to how the media portrays them has detrimentally affected decision making and in some instances even law making. The series of events which caused the collapse of the Reynolds govt in 1994, the hype about SARS in April 2004, and the manic ‘C’ Case controversy of May 2006 are just three relatively recent examples of this particular phenomenon.

Unfortunately there are no procedural or legislative proposals which I can advance to address this particular difficulty - it’s a cultural rather than a systems problem. All I can do is ask our politicians when it really matters to ignore the news cyle or the risk of negative publicity in the short term and instead have the courage to make the strategic decisions. 
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