Comhar – Sustainable Development Council

Hotel Isaacs, 1 Beresford Place, Dublin 1

Thursday 8th December 2011
Plenary Minutes

1. Welcome/Introduction by Acting Chair
· The Chairperson extended condolences to the family and colleagues of Richard Douthwaite, who recently passed away. Richard was a former Comhar Council member and colleague of David Korowicz in Feasta. 
Apologies: Vincent O Flaherty, Seamus Boland, Niamh Garvey, Ann Irwin and Pat Finnegan and John McCarthy (who were both attending the United Nations Climate Change Conference in Durban). Conor Gouldsbury attended on behalf of Neil Walker.
2. Minutes of previous meeting/ matters arising
· Minutes agreed.

3. Integration of Sustainable Development Role into the Work of NESC 
Mairead Ryan: 
· The document that arose from the special meeting on the 10th of November to discuss the integration of Comhar’s sustainable development role into the work of NESC has been sent to the Taoiseach, the Minister for the Environment, Community and Local Government and the Chair and Director of NESC. 
· Pat Macken and Mairead Ryan recently met with the Director of NESC and a member of his team to discuss practical arrangements for handover of Comhar’s work, including links between the NESC and Comhar websites. Comhar SDC reports and recommendations will also be made available on the NESC website. 
· Comhar SDC’s most recent work, particularly from the last 12-18 months, will be passed on to NESC. 

· The draft Framework for Sustainable Development in Ireland will be presented to the NESC council at its next meeting on the 16th of December. 

· The Minister for Arts, Heritage and the Gaeltacht recently announced his commitment to the continuation of the Biodiversity Forum. The Forum will operate with a degree of independence from the Department, and options regarding the provision of appropriate Secretariat support are currently being considered. In the meantime, the Department of Arts, Heritage and the Gaeltacht will provide secretarial support. The Forum met on the 30th of November and Dr Matthew Jebb, Director of the Botanic Gardens will take up the position of chairperson with effect from January 2012. He replaces Dr Ken Whelan, whose term of office finishes at the end December.  

Rory O’Donnell: 
· With reference to the recent announcement that NESC is under review, the chair of NESC at its last meeting, reassured the council and the secretariat that it is not the intention to abolish NESC. 
· The Department of the Taoiseach is also undertaking a legislative review of NESC, which, together with Comhar’s communication on the integration of sustainable development into the work of NESC, will be considered as part of the aforementioned review of NESC.
· NESC has been tasked with the development of a national 2050 low-carbon plan. 

· NESC is aware that there is external expertise that it will need to draw on, such as from Universities, NGOs and from Comhar members. 

· The communication from Comhar SDC that arose from the special meeting is to be discussed at the NESC council meeting in December, along with the draft Framework for Sustainable Development in Ireland.

· The new sustainable development function means that NESC will need to factor environment into the current economic and social focus. It is recognised that there are substantive policy challenges and institutional challenges involved. However, this widening of NESC’s role is an opportunity for NESC.  It can build on some earlier work undertaken, including most recently the NESC report entitled “Re-finding Success in Europe: The Challenge for Irish Institutions and Policy” which examined environmental protection among other policy challenges. 
Rory O’Donnell: 
Issues raised in the Comhar communication were addressed:
· The proposal to rename NESC to include ‘environment’, can be considered as part of the review of NESC. 
· NESC will need to utilise internal and external expertise to undertake its new mission. 
· NESC will draw on Comhar research programmes to date.
· It is acknowledged that the sustainability agenda needs to be integrated across the NESC work streams. NESC no longer works in three year work programmes but instead operates a rolling work programme. 
· There are divergent views on the role of working groups for NESC, but it is something that can be considered further.
· It is important that NESC considers how it can best interact with the European Environment and Sustainable Development Councils (EEAC), subject to eligibility qualification.

· In terms of working with indicators, NESC would need to explore this further with the CSO and other relevant bodies. NESC would have to examine what it could undertake given that its resources are relatively small and the development of indicators is a significant body of work. NESC has previously conducted work on measures of well-being. 

· The need to engage in communications work is acknowledged. NESC is currently reviewing its Communications Strategy and recognises the need to strengthen this area of its work.
Discussion: Integrating Sustainable Development
· Some of the communications work that Comhar SDC has been involved in includes the quarterly Local Sustainability Newsletter, the Media Fund Awards, press releases to accompany publications and availability of staff for press/radio interviews following publications. 

· Sustainable development is a means of avoiding ineffectual policies thereby saving public money. It is important to have appropriate expertise within NESC with an understanding of key issues, such as environmental data; externalities; environmental taxation/pricing and subsidies; and EU and international policies and initiatives. 

· Raising public awareness is a difficult task. 
· The three pillars of sustainability are not three equal pillars. The economy is a subset of society and society is a subset of the environment. We have to live within parameters and constraints. The environment needs to be given adequate attention. 
· At an organisational level there are pillars in NESC. There are pros and cons to working in this manner, but caution should be exercised so that the pillars are not separated too much and sectoralisation does not get in the way. 

· It is important to address the transition gap and ensure there is continuity of research.

· Sustainable development should not be treated as a work stream but integrated across all NESC work.
· It is important to maintain international linkages, such as with the EEAC. It can be difficult to re-establish these linkages if they are closed. 

· There needs to be a legislative basis for sustainable development established in the NESC review.

· NESC should explore how it can link in with other supports, including the EPA. 

· Additional reassurance with regard to the future of NESC is required.

· It will be necessary for members of the NESC council to push the sustainability agenda. NESC’s remit is not confined to sustainability and it 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.
· The indicators work should be continued. A lot of work went into developing indicators and it is important that the work is not lost. 
· Policy making should be evidence based. Therefore, there should be a forum where evidence for implementing particular policies can be discussed and where policy issues can be discussed independently of Government Departments. This work is of immense value and essential for an effective democratic policy making process. Scientists and practitioners need to be able to input into such discussions.
· It is important that organisations justify unexamined assumptions and make decision based on evidence. 

· NESC has attempted to create integration between economy and society in the past and recognises the need to become familiar with Comhar’s work on indicators.

· Risk management needs to be conducted. 

· The next steps are that the NESC council will discuss the Communication from Comhar and the draft Framework for Sustainable Development in Ireland at its next meeting. Rory O’Donnell will convey this discussion back to the NESC council. The review of NESC will commence in the New Year and this will also provide an opportunity to consider the issues raised.
4. Report and update since previous Plenary 
· Pat Macken: The draft Framework for Sustainable Development for Ireland (FSDI) will be presented for approval for public consultation at a cabinet meeting on Tuesday 13th December 2011. The consultation period will be open until the end of Feb 2012. A public event will be held on Tuesday 24th January in the Aviva Stadium. It will also be discussed at the NESC council meeting on Friday the 16th of December. The FSDI will be presented to the UN secretariat in early June.
· Mairead Ryan: Two policy papers have recently been finalised - the Sustainable Banking paper and the Sustainability Assessment Guidelines. They will be sent to the Minister for Environment, Community and Local Government in the coming days. 
· Sheila George: A stakeholder event as part of the Rio+20 consultation process for Ireland took place on the 25th October at the Aviva Stadium. Speakers represented DG Environment, Environmental Pillar, Irish Aid, Dochas (international aid) and local authorities. Sheila presented a report summarising the outcomes of the consultation with civil society. The report was submitted to the UN as part of Ireland’s input to the Rio+20 preparatory process and is available on the website at: http://www.uncsd2012.org/rio20/index.php?menu=120. 
· Action: The report and the link to the website will be sent to council members

5. Resource Efficiency
· Eoin Mc Loughlin made a presentation on the Resource Efficiency paper which was circulated to Comhar Council members. The work was commenced by Mark Keenan last year and completed by Eoin.
Discussion: Resource Efficiency 
· We need to move towards closed loop systems that minimise waste.

· Ireland has a high level of recycling but uses overseas infrastructure.
· There is a need to re-examine the global resource use graph. The graphs also need explanatory boxes. 
· It may be worth including text boxes on biofuels, ecocem and the Emissions Trading Scheme. 
· There are inadequate market signals. Variable VAT rates may be a tool to send appropriate market signals. 
· Inappropriate resource use was one of the factors behind the economic crash. It is important to make it clear that we are not trying to get back to where we were, but trying to encourage more sustainable resource use. 
7. AOB/ Date of Next Meeting

· This was the last Comhar Council Plenary meeting. The secretariat and chairperson wish to extend a sincere thanks to all council members past and present.
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