Comhar – Sustainable Development Council

Hotel Isaacs, 1 Beresford Place, Dublin 1

Wednesday 28 September 2011
Plenary Minutes

1. Welcome/Introduction by Acting Chair

· Sheila George was welcomed to Comhar SDC. Sheila is working with Comhar until the end of the year to complete a fellowship arrangement between Comhar and Queens University. 

· A new item three has been added to the agenda: Future Arrangements for Integrating Sustainable Development. Geraldine Tallon (Secretary General) will address the council. 
· The Comhar website has not been accessible for a number of days due to some technical issues. Efforts are being made to rectify this as soon as possible. 
Apologies: Jack O Sullivan, Ann Irwin, Seamus Boland,  Deirdre McGrath, Jackie Maguire, Eimear Dunne, Neil Walker, Vincent O’Flaherty, Frank Corcoran, Niamh Garvey and Mary Stack.

2. Minutes of previous meeting/ matters arising

· The IFA proposed that an additional line of text should be added to the discussion relating to the EPA presentation at the June Plenary - The EPA needs to propose solutions for people in rural Ireland with individual waste water treatment plants because the EPA  have increased the standards to those required when these plants were being installed.
· Minutes agreed with change.

3. Integrating Sustainable Development: Future Arrangements 

Geraldine Tallon, Secretary General, Department of the Environment, Community and Local Government addressed the council. The key points outlined were: 
· Under new arrangements Comhar’s sustainable development role is to be integrated into the work of the National Economic and Social Council (NESC). 
· It is considered that the sustainability debate should be widened and deepened and that it should be placed more centre stage where the interaction between environmental concerns and social and economic issues can be strengthened and enhanced 
· There is a also concern that continuing to channel debate on sustainable development through the separate forum that Comhar provides runs counter to the integration of sustainable development issues in research and action on the significant national challenges currently being faced.
· There is a need to rationalise the existing arrangements for the delivery of the sustainable development agenda. This must take account of developments in recent years, the ongoing challenges facing the economy, particularly the need to ensure the most efficient use of reduced public resources. 
· In light of this, Comhar will be discontinued and an orderly wind down is to be concluded by the end of the year.
· The Department of the Environment, Community and Local Government is to provide funding to NESC to support this work.
Discussion: Integrating Sustainable Development
 
· Comhar SDC's terms of reference are to advance the national agenda for sustainable development; to evaluate progress on achieving sustainable development in Ireland; to assist in developing tools and models that can progress Ireland towards sustainable development; to advise the relevant individual(s) and/or organisation(s) on how to implement the tools and models; and to contribute to the formation of a national consensus on sustainable development. It is necessary to ensure that NESC can fulfil these functions.  
· There is a need to consider how the functions of the working groups, particularly the Biodiversity Forum, can continue under NESC.
· There are a number of concerns in terms of integrating the sustainable development agenda under NESC. Firstly, NESC’s remit is not confined to sustainability, has little background in environmental or social policy and is dominated by economic views. It would be a concern if environmental issues were dealt with by economists, without input from experts on specific issues. Secondly, in the past the Department of Finance have vetoed proposals by NESC. There is a concern about NESC’s capacity to deliver a sustainable development agenda. 

· The NESC mandate should have stronger emphasis on environmental issues. At present it’s focus is more on economic and social matters.
· Climate change and other sustainability issues will become increasingly significant in the years to come and will need to be given due priority in the future. It was acknowledged that climate change is an increasingly pressing issue and the debate should be taken to NESC. 
· Departmental staff working in Comhar will be reassigned to the Department of Environment, Community and Local Government in the new year. Contract staff will see their contracts honoured until they end in December, 2011. 
· Government decisions should be made through objective assessment of evidence gained from available data, a national conversation and relevant impact assessments, including sustainability assessments. 
· The decision to discontinue Comhar will appear as a downgrading of the sustainability agenda. 
· Sustainable development has not reached a point where it is understood and universally accepted.  
· Has the remit of NESC been changed to reflect its new function and should this be anticipated?
· There have been initial discussions with NESC Secretariat on the new arrangements. 
· Independence is important and there needs to be a diversity of views. Mechanisms should be put in place in NESC to ensure that it confronts environmental issues in an appropriate manner. 
· There will be savings in the order of €300,000 through this integration process. 
· The stakeholder aspect of Comhar allows for the provision of valuable advice to Government. Is there any possibility that a representative from Comhar could be appointed to the board of NESC? Comhar represents a wide range of stakeholders including local authorities, academics, state agencies and NGOs. 
· It was acknowledged that it would be beneficial to provide a mechanism for stakeholders to become involved during the transition period.
· The key overarching goal should be to strengthen sustainable development, not weaken it. 
· An extra E for ‘environment’ should be added to the NESC title to fully reflect the three pillars of sustainability. 
· The value of the network that Comhar provides should not be underestimated. 
· Comhar SDC was set up to meet a requirement under Agenda 21. Does the new arrangement satisfy this requirement?
· It was agreed that a meeting will be held within the next 6 weeks to discuss this matter further and to identify key issues and priorities to be considered. 
4. Report and update since previous Plenary 

· Mairead Ryan: The revised National Sustainable Development Strategy is to be submitted to Government for approval to publish for public consultation shortly.

· Mairead Ryan: Based on the advice of Comhar, a public consultation on Rio+20 was undertaken during the summer. The deadline for receipt of submissions was the 22nd of September 2011. Submissions are currently being summarised and will form part of the input to Rio+20. A stakeholder event will be held on the 25th of October. 

· Eoin McLoughlin: A revised draft of the Sustainable Banking Policy Paper will be circulated to council members in the near future.  
· The National Biodiversity Plan has been approved and will be launched in the next few weeks. The Biodiversity Forum will be convened as soon as possible to discuss the plan.
5. Draft Guidelines on Sustainability Assessment
· Eoin McLoughlin presented the Draft Guidelines on Sustainability Assessment.
Discussion: Draft Guidelines on Sustainability Assessment 
· It could be beneficial to identify specific policy issues as examples in the guidelines.
· Poverty needs to be included in the social criteria. There is also the issue of supporting the delivery of public services. If social infrastructure is damaged in the interest of short term gains, significant time and effort will be required further down the line to combat impacts. 

· A simplified version of the guidelines for the benefit of those not familiar with sustainability assessments could be beneficial.

· There is a need to clarify what policies or programmes the assessment should be applied to. 

· The assessment is intended for national strategies and polices, but can also be considered for other strategies, policies and legislation. 

· It is difficult to assign monetary values to benefits, especially when it comes to the quantitative evaluation of qualitative values. Research is lacking in this regard. However, the sustainability assessment process can frame thinking in the right direction.

· It is intended that the Departmental official(s) proposing the policy would conduct the assessment. 

· It is important to consider the delivery of training for officials involved in conducting sustainability assessments, as well as communicating the need to implement sustainability assessment as appropriate.  
6. Draft Policy Paper: Community Renewable Energy in Ireland: status, barriers and potential options

· Niamh Kirwan presented the Draft Policy Paper on Community Renewable Energy.

Discussion: Draft Guidelines on Community Renewable Energy 
· There are issues in terms of the REFIT tariff. A more attractive tariff guaranteed over a longer period of time would make it easier to attract finance. 
· It is necessary to deal with four departments and five State agencies during the development of a renewable energy project. There is no one body that co-ordinates or oversees this.

· Public buildings should be obliged to utilise renewable energy.

· Resilience is an important benefit of community renewable energy. 

· Support structures should be prioritised.

· The rise in fossil fuel prices will have effect on renewable energy.
· A barrier to the development of renewable energy is the long-term, insufficient investment in scientists and equipment to obtain and process the basic information on natural resources and make it available for decision makers and communities. This is particularly evident in relation to geothermal resources and groundwater resources, which are more difficult and costly to map and measure as they are hidden from view below the surface.
7. AOB/ Date of Next Meeting

· Arrangements will be made to convene a meeting in the next few weeks to discuss the transition to NESC.

· The next plenary meeting is scheduled for the 8th December 2011. 
Attendance 
	Matt Crowe                             
	Environmental Protection Agency

	Shirley Clerkin                       
	The Heritage Council

	John McCarthy                      
	DECLG

	Dr Claire Penny                     
	Business in the Community

	Mairead Cirillo                        
	Small Firms Association

	Pat Farrell                                
	Irish Farmers Association

	David Korowicz                     
	Irish Environmental Network (Feasta)

	Pat Finnegan                          
	Irish Environmental Network (Grian)

	Molly Walsh                            
	Irish Environmental Network (Friends of the Earth)

	Elaine Nevin                           
	National Youth Council of Ireland (Eco- Unesco)

	Fr Sean Healy                          
	Social Justice Ireland

	Sue Scott                                 
	Royal Irish Academy (ESRI)

	David Ball                                
	Royal Irish Academy (UCD)

	Ciaran Byrnes                        
	Royal Dublin Society 

	Geraldine Tallon                     
	DECLG

	Pat Macken                             
	DECLG

	Mairead Ryan
	Comhar SDC Secretariat

	Eoin McLoughlin
	Comhar SDC Secretariat

	Niamh Kirwan
	Comhar SDC Secretariat

	Sheila Hynes
	Comhar SDC Secretariat

	Sheila George
	Comhar SDC Secretariat


� The aim of the discussion section in the minutes is to provide a general overview of the points that are discussed. The council is comprised of representatives of different groups and the points do not reflect the view of all groups unless it is stated that it is a consensus. 





