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“From the outset the WoMeN's Regional Caucus
has trialled new flexible ways of working which
are better suited to the needs of women
councillors. [...] We did not wish to adopt the
formal and informal norms of conducting council
business unless they specifically worked well for us
as women in local politics in terms of efficiency
and flexibility. Instead, we have meetings and
recap meetings held at different times and voting
by polls left open for an extended period of time”.

(Caucus Submission to Joint Committee on Gender Equality)




Ministers Foreword

| am delighted to welcome this progress
report from the WoMeN’s Regional Caucus.
As part of a broader programme focussing

on gender balance and diversity at local

government level, the Department of
Housing, Local Government and Heritage has brought forward
a number of funding streams over the last number of years
aimed at supporting activities to increase the number of
female and diverse candidates running in the Local Elections
in 2024. My Department and | are delighted to see the
progress and impact that has been made both at a local and
regional level. The WoMeN's Regional Caucus progress report
will serve as a useful tool in illustrating key learnings and
insights since its establishment in September 2021 which other

local authorities and local caucuses can learn from.

We know that our political system benefits from the inclusion
of more women in our core political processes and it is time
that society is reflected in our council chambers and indeed

the Oireachtas. Research has shown that local and regional

level political life across party lines and create a space for women
to engage more on policy and issues which affect their work. We
must ensure that we continue to provide the supports and
structures necessary so that the role of the councillor is accessible
to all and attracts the diversity we see in our communities.

| commend the WoMeN's Regional Caucus for its achievements to

date and their ambitious programme of work in advance of 2024.

It is my hope that this progress report along with the key
recommendations set out will help and provide a roadmap for
other caucus networks. Finally, | can assure women councillors
across the country that you continue to have the full support of
myself and my officials in all your undertakings and we continue to
operate an open door policy when it comes to supports and

suggestions.

Kieran O' Donnell TD
Minister of State with responsibility for Local Government and

Planning
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Chair/oerson Foreword

As Chairperson of the WoMeN’s Regional Caucus
it is with great pride that | welcome this progress
report. The word “Caucus” has become a familiar

phrase as numerous local women's caucuses’

have emerged across the country at local
authority level. The ambition of these networks is to enable
women to strengthen their impact and bring about equality
between women and men in the membership and work of Local

Authorities.

Only 26% of county councillors throughout Ireland are female
and we have a much lower percentage of female councillors in
rural counties compared to more urban centres such as Dublin - it
is because of this reality that the very idea for the WoMeN's
Regional Caucus was born. Planning and forming the Women's
Regional Caucus as a new and innovative political institution
within local government is no easy task and | wish to thank all the
female members of the caucus for their commitment to driving
this initiative and to each of the 13 participating local authorities

to date for their support.

We have been extremely fortunate to have a strong secretariat
resource from the Association of Irish Local Government (AILG)
and See Her Elected (SHE) who support the caucus from their
own resources. Thanks to assistance from the Department of
Housing, Local Government and Heritage the caucus was also
able to avail the services of an Independent Facilitator to
document the journey of the WoMeN's Regional Caucus. This
combined support has been crucial in enabling the Caucus to

operate more effectively and to have a meaningful impact.

It is my hope that this document acts as a helpful resource for
other local caucuses and local authorities considering setting up
their own support networks for women councillors in their local
areas. The WoMeN's Regional Caucus is determined to support
and enable women to get involved in, and stay in politics - | look
forward to continuing this important work collectively with my

caucus colleagues.

ClIr. Carmel Brady,
Chairperson of WoMeN'’s Regional Caucus



A Word from the Author

The WoMeN's Regional Caucus is the first
regional caucus in Ireland - and perhaps in
Europe! Currently in its pilot phase until
March 2024, this new political institution

held its first meeting online in September
2021. Its aim is to strengthen collaboration between women
Councillors in the region and to provide a mechanism for them
to collectively advance gender equality in the Council chamber

and beyond.

In mid-2021, | was commissioned by the Association of Local
Government (AILG) and She Her Elected (SHE) to support the
Caucus in its set-up phase. My role is to provide advice and
guidance on building inclusive, transparent and participative
caucus structures, to act as the Independent Facilitator for
meetings and to produce a report on learning from the pilot

phase.

This mid-term report captures the key stages of the caucuses’
development and sets out the main factors which have

determined its shape and direction. The report displays how a

group of committed, like-minded women councillors can work
cross-party and strategically to build a strong, inclusive structure
with an ambitious programme of work It also sets out the
challenges faced and provides tips and advice on creating a

robust caucus at local and regional level.

As this report goes to print, the Caucus has been nominated for
a prestigious “Innovation in Politics Award” which is awarded
annually by the European Innovation in Politics Institute. The
awards ceremony recognises creative politicians from across
Europe who show the courage to break new ground to find
solutions to today’s challenges. The Caucus’s nomination is a
suitable testament to the groundbreaking approach and hard
work of its members, the Association of Irish Local Government
and See Her Elected over the past 18 months. Adh mér orthu go

[&ir!

Sinéad Doody,
Doody Facilitation and Consulting Ltd
April 2023



What is a Caucus?

The Merriam Webster dictionary tell us that a caucus is ‘a In the past number of years, caucuses have been

closed meeting of a group of persons belonging to the same established across the island of Ireland at local,

political party or faction usually to select candidates or to regional and national level. These include:

decide on policy".

A women'’s caucus can be described as membership-based
network of women councillors from all political persuasions
who come together to strengthen cooperation and work
towards agreed goals. Around the world, women’s caucuses
are more common in national parliaments however, in recent
years, they have become more prominent in Irish Local

Government.

A regional women’s caucus brings together women
politicians from different areas in a defined region. The
WoMeN's Regional Caucus brings together councillors from
13 counties in West, Midlands and Northern region of Ireland.

(see page 8)

Cork City Council Women's Caucus
Cork County Council Women’s Caucus
Fingal Women’s Caucus

Limerick Women's Caucus

Meath Women’s Caucus

Monaghan Women's Assembly

South Dublin Women’s Caucus
Tipperary Women's Caucus

Wexford Women's Coalition

Wicklow Women's Caucus
Irish Women's Parliamentary Caucus

Northern Ireland Assembly Women's Caucus



What's in a Name?

The WoMeN'’s Regional Caucus is a Wes’rern _ GG|WG)/ Ci'|'y, GCIlWOy Coun’ry, MCI)/O, S|igO

network of women councillors from 13

local government areas across three

connected regions in Ireland: o

M idlands - Laois, Longford, Offaly, Roscommon, Westmeath

e

REGIONAL CAUCUS

CRTHEY

N orthern - Cavan, Donegal, Leitrim, Monaghan



Participating Counties

66

Each participating county council was
selected due to the fact that these
neighbouring local authorities account
for some of the lowest proportion of
female elected representatives across
the State and the fact that, individually,
there were insufficient numbers of
women councillors in each of these local
authorities to form a meaningful caucus

|II

at the county leve
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Cavan
Donegal
Galway City
Galway County
Laois
Leitrim
Longford
Offaly

Mayo
Monaghan
Roscommon
Sligo

Westmeath



Key Personnel
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Clir Mary Hoade Clir Carmel Brady Clir Shelly Herterich- Quinn

Founder Chairperson Vice chairperson

Elaine Lynch Dr. Michelle Maher Sinéad Doody
AILG Secretariat SHE Secretariat Independent Facilitator



Caucus Working Group

Clir Carmel Brady

Chairperson

Clir Kathy Bennett

Clir Shelly Herterich- Quinn  Clir Uruemu Adenjinmi
Vice chairperson McGuire

i

Clir Marie Casserly

Clir Hazel Smyth

-

Clir Emer Kelly Clir Niamh Kennedy Clir Rosaleen O'Grady
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Cavan

Offaly

Clir Carmel Brady

Clir Patricia Walsh

Clir Clare Claffey

Members of the

WoMeN'’s Regional Caucus
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Clir Mary Hoade

Clir Evelyn Francis
Parsons

Clir Eileen Mannion
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ClIr Noreen McGarvey

ClIr Karey McHugh

ClIr Marie Therese

Gallagher

Monaghan

ClIr Rena Donaghey
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ClIr Kathy Bennett
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Clir Aoife McCooey

Clir Martina O'Connor



Leitrim

Roscommon
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Clir Finola Armstrong
McGuire

Clir Mary Bohan

Clir Emer Kelly

CliIr Orla Leyden

Members of the
WoMeN'’s Regional Caucus
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Clir Peggy Nolan Clir Donna Sheridan Clir Catherine Fitzgerald Clir Caroline Dwane

Stanley

Clir Valerie Byrne Clir Sinéad Maguire

Clir Hazel Smyth Clir Aoife Davitt

Westmeath

"
ClIr Marie Casserly Clir Louise Heavin Clir Emily Wallace

13



Lead Partners

Association of Irish Local Government (AILG)

The Association of Irish Local Government (AILG) is the primary
national representative body that represents and supports the
role of the 949 elected councillors across Ireland.

As the national representative body for the 949 city and county
councillors across the State, AILG is a central stakeholder in the
local government sector and plays a vital role in promoting the
role, profile, work, and contribution of the local councillor and
their local authorities. As the primary national body for
councillors, AILG also has a necessary and obligated role in the
promotion of greater diversity within the local government
membership, especially in terms of greater participation and
support for women and minority groups. Ensuring that currently
elected female councillors are retained within the local

government system is a key objective of AILG.

Al

Associotion of irish Local Government

Aontas Rlaltos Aitiddl no hEireann

www.ailg.ie

See Her Elected (SHE)

Concern at the under-representation of women in county
councils in the North West and Midlands areas of the country was
the catalyst for the formation of the See Her Elected (SHE)
programme in 2019. SHE is part of Longford Women'’s Link and is a
joint initiative with 50/50 NorthWest. It is a feminist, community-
led programme that supports women into local politics. It has
developed into a national programme, yet retains its strong
emphasis on rural Ireland where the number of women in local
government are lowest. It supports women to be local election
candidates and election campaign team members for female
candidates through its innovative and award winning free online
SHESchool courses and workshops, and the free SHE Guide to
Running in the 2024 Local Elections.

www.seeherelected.ie



http://www.seeherelected.ie/

The Process so Far

March 2020 - March 2021 June/ July 2021
¢ Inaugural Women's Local Government Network meeting ¢ AILG-SHE funding application approved by DHLGH
held at AILG Annual Conference for an Independent Facilitator for pilot regional
¢ AILG National Women's Councillors International caucus
Women's Day Webinar * Sinéad Doody (Doody Facilitation and Consulting
o Discussions between AILG and SHE re collaborating on Ltd) appointed to guide the process of
a pilot regional caucus establishing caucus and report on learning

October 2021- June 2022 September 2021
Creation of Caucus structures, * Online briefing to female councillors
constitution, decision-making and agreement to establish a regional
processes and programme of work caucus on a pilot basis
* Inaugural meeting of WoMeN'’s Regional
Caucus
July 2022- March 2023 February 2023
Implementation of Programme of Work - Phase 1 Caucus shortlisted for the
e Submission to Joint Committee on Gender Equality on Supporting Gender Quotas prestigious EU Innovation in
for Local Elections Politics Awards

* Engagement with Irish Women's Parliamentary Caucus

e Contribution to development of Family-Friendly Toolkit for Local Authorities

* Participation in “UN 16 Days of Activism against Gender-Based Violence” campaign
* International Women’s Day “Flipping the Council” coordinated event

15
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Gender Inequality in Irish Local Government
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Council % of Seats held by Women after the
2019 Local Elections

Dun Laoghaire-Rathdown 48
Dublin 4
Kildare 40
Wicklow 34
Cavan 33
South Dublin 33
Louth 3
Meath 3l
Fingal 28
Galway City 28
Cork County 27
Laois 26
Limerick 20
. Westmeath 20
Cork City 19
Galway County 18
Monaghan 18
Tipperary 18
Wexford 18
Leitrim 17
Roscommon 17
Sligo 7
Clare 14
Kilkenny 13
Kerry 12
Carlow 1
<10% Donegal 1
Offaly T
Mayo 7
Longford 6
Waterford 6

18



Why is a Women’'s Caucus Important?

The WoMeN's Regional Caucus was established in response to a 2021 report commissioned by the Department of Housing, Local
Government and Heritage, and undertaken by the National Women's Council of Ireland (“Women Doing Politics Differently") which
examined the development of local and regional caucuses in Ireland. A precedent had been set in 2017 with the establishment of

the Irish Women's Parliamentary Caucus which was formed as a cross party forum for women parliamentarians.

Caucuses are important because they provide a unique and powerful platform to highlight the significant gender imbalance in

political representation and enable women to work strategically and purposely to challenge this imbalance.

There are many benefits to establishing a caucus - at national, regional or local level, including:

* A women’s caucus harnesses the power of women working collectively to advance issues - not only issues that effect
women in their day-to-day lives, but also men and society as a whole. Caucuses play an important role in highlighting
concerns at local, regional and national level and can provide an effective platform for collective action towards

meaningful change.
* Membership of a regional caucus can strengthen the capacity and influence of councillors to advance policy

initiatives within their local Councils. Regional caucuses can mitigate against local challenges by providing a larger

group to act as a sounding board and achieve consensus.

19



* By working together, caucus members can act as a collective counterweight to balance inequality in political

representation, where required.

* Multipartisan working at regional caucus level demonstrates the possibilities and benefits of cross-party
collaboration at local level. Projects and initiatives which work at regional level can be mirrored at county level

and adapted to suit local circumstances and needs.

e Caucuses can help to build the capacity of women councillors, by offering members bespoke training and
mentoring support in response to their identified needs. They also provide opportunity for members to benefit
from the wisdom and experience of peers and provide a safe space for support and advice. For example,
longer serving councillors can have a depth of institutional knowledge that is useful to newer councillors.
Equally, younger councillors can bring a perspective and comprehension of how issues are viewed differently by

generations.

20
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Overview

There are 42 members on the caucus. Once
elected, councillors are automatically
deemed a member of the caucus unless they
choose to opt out.

The full membership meet quarterly, in plenary
session.

The caucus has a Chairperson and Vice-
Chairperson who are selected at General
Meetings.

A Caucus Working Group, with 10 members,
acts as the caucus executive.

The work of the caucus is supported by an
Specialist Secretariat.

Working Group and Plenary meetings are

facilitated by an Independent Facilitator.

Plenary Body
42 members

Working Group
Chairperson &
Vice Chairperson

Specialist
Secretariat &
Independent
Facilitator

22



The mission of the
WoMeN's Regional Caucus
is to bring together women
councillors from all parties

and none to:

§ CHr Emer Kelly

* work purposefully, promoting and

supporting women’s participation in

politics, locally and nationally;

Values Vision
* develop and advocate for legislation,

Equalit As part of a more gender equal society, the vision olicy and other initiatives that address

9 )4 P g 9 Y policy
Solidarity of the WoMeN's Regional Caucus is an Ireland issues affecting women and society;

o where there is equal representation of women and
Diversity

men on City and County Councils and in the * advance the agreed agenda of the

Inclusion Oireachtas. caucus within political parties and other
Flexibility spheres of influence.
Democracy

23



° °
Trlqlllng New Ways ‘The overall aim was to ensure that the business
Of Working of the caucus fitted with the o/ay—*o—a/ay

council, career and fami/y commitments of

caucus members.

From the outset the caucus trialled new ways of working. Members agreed that they did not wish to adopt the formal and informal norms of
conducting council business unless they specifically worked for women in terms of efficiency and flexibility. As a result, the Caucus focused

on building consensus approaches by facilitating inclusive meetings and decision-making processes.
Inclusion, Equality, Diversity, Efficiency

The election of the
Chairperson and Vice-
Chairperson was conducted
via an online poll which was
held open for 24 hours to
ensure all members had equal
opportunity to participate in

the vote.

24



Structures and Roles

Plenary

* The plenary is the democratic core of the caucus and is its ultimate decision-making body. It meets 3 - 4 times per year. Where possible,
in order to facilitate attendance, members are offered the opportunity to attend plenary meetings in person or online (i.e. hybrid
meetings). Where helpful, recap meetings are also held to facilitate members who could not attend on the day.

* Meeting dates and times are arranged by Doodle Poll to ensure that meetings are held at times that suit the circumstances of as many
members as possible. A draft agenda is produced by the Chairperson, with support from the Secretariat. Members are invited to
contribute agenda items in advance of meetings.

* Most plenary decisions are arrived at by consensus. Where consensus is not achieved, decisions are made through simple majority
voting. Where significant decisions are being made, an online polling platform is used to facilitate as many members as possible to vote.
This has been a key factor in enabling the caucus to function as a transparent and equal structure, with limited hierarchy and equality of

participation.

Officers

The Caucus Chairperson and Vice-Chairperson are selected by online poll at General Meetings which take place every two and a half
years. The Chairperson also acts as the caucus spokesperson. The Independent Facilitator works closely with the Chairperson and Vice-

Chairperson to ensure inclusive and effective meetings and processes.

25



Working Group

The Caucus Working Group comprises ten members. In its establishment, every effort was made to ensure that the Working Group reflected
the geographic and political diversity of the plenary body. It meets 6 - 8 times per year and plays a key role in driving and shaping caucus

activities.

The role of the Working Group is to work closely with the Specialist Secretariat to set meeting agendas, produce and drive the annual

programme of work, represent the caucus on agreed issues and respond to matters as they arise.

While the Secretariat does most of the behind-the-scenes work to ensure that the caucus functions effectively, the Working Group - with its
demographic mandate - acts as the beating heart of the caucus, providing its compass, energy and focus. It achieves a delicate balance of
driving the programme of work while ensuring that the plenary retains its central position as the caucus’ decision-making forum. The
Specialist Secretariat and Independent Facilitator help to maintain the balance and avoid a hierarchy by ensuring transparent decision-

making processes and by keeping the plenary up-to-date on Working Group meetings and activities.

Inclusive Decision Making

This has been a key factor in enabling the caucus to function
as a transparent and equal structure, with limited hierarchy and

equality of participation.

26



Case Study

Transparent and Informed Decision-Making




Specialist Secretariat

The Specialist Secretariat is the backbone of the caucus, delivering a wide range of essential functions.

Supporting the effectiveness of caucus structures (e.g. drafting the Caucus Constitution, convening meetings, minute-taking,

drafting the caucus programme of work)

Liaising with the Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage, the Women's Parliamentary Caucus and other external

bodies

Coordinating the implementation of activities and projects set out in the caucus programme of work

Liaising with the Caucus Independent Facilitator to support effective, inclusive and interactive structures, processes and meetings
Securing and administering funding for the implementation of caucus activities, in line with Local Government audit requirements
Providing communications and PR support, including social media, press releases and interviews

Providing knowledge and expertise on gender politics and gender equality It is clear that an expert and dedicated

secretariat is vital. The secretariat function should

Providing general support, information and advice to the caucus be a properly constituted role and adequately

resourced. This will help to ensure the success of

Coordinating and provide training for caucus members . : _
caucuses as vibrant, effective and enduring

political institutions in the landscape of local

Maintaining the caucus' momentum and progress
government in Ireland.

28



Independent Facilitator

The role of an Independent Facilitator is essential to guiding and supporting members to meet their shared goals and to deliver

on the caucus programme of work. A skilled facilitator supports the caucus by:

* Working with the Chairperson, Vice-Chairperson and Secretariat to establish momentum and drive progress

* Advising on the creation of structured, transparent caucus processes which facilitate participation and clarity

* Facilitating inclusive, interactive meetings, ensuring that diverse opinions are heard

* Setting ground rules and guiding proceedings

* Advising on inclusive approaches to agenda-setting, decision-making and priority setting

* Creating and maintaining an open environment for sharing ideas

* Acknowledging differences while also building bridges to consensus

* Facilitating the Working Group and Secretariat to give input and advice without

being seen to imposing their views

e Supporting members to clearly articulate and record decisions and actions points

* Providing space for members to reflect on and improve caucus proceedings

29

"I think having a facilitator who
can help the councillors sort
through their ideas and form

them into a comprehensive plan

is essential. Without one, either
the Chairperon, Working Group
or the Secretariat could be
seen as imposing their agenda
on proceedings, which in turn

could undermine the caucus.”



The Importance of Adequate Funding

Specialist
Secretariat

Reports, Independent
Publications, Facilitator

Printing
Caucus

Costings

Training and
Development

Projects
and
Activities

In recent years, the Irish Government has made significant inroads to promoting
and enabling gender equality in politics. At policy level, the Department of
Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth has committed under the
National Strategy for Women and Girls 2017- 2025 to work for greater women'’s
representation in local and national politics. At resource level, the Department
of Housing, Local Government and Heritage has provided funding streams

which promote the participation of women in local government.

Funding at local and national level for caucuses is essential to ensure that they
function effectively and deliver impactful projects and initiatives. Ringfenced
funding is necessary to cover the day-to-day costs involved, including
appointing a specialist secretariat and independent facilitator, meeting project

expenditure, and having a budget for training and meetings costs.

Caucus resources are secured from a number of sources:

The Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage provides grant funding to enable the caucus to secure the services of an

Independent Facilitator.

The majority of the 13 local authorities make financial contributions towards caucus projects and activities.

AILG and SHE provide significant contribution-in-kind towards the caucus’ administrative and coordinating costs. Both organisations

make available a skilled and experienced staff member from their own resources to sit on the Specialist Secretariat.
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Case Study

The Role of the Specialist Secretariat
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Programme of Work 2022-2024

3.1 Run an
outreach
programme with
Combhairle na
nOg and TY
students

Objective 3:

Raise the

1.1 Contribute
to the National

Women's

Objective 1:
Support and enable
women to get

profile of the

Caucus

Council's
Family Friendly
Toolkit

involved in politics 3.2 Develop a
legacy project
which celebrates
the work of the

Caucus

1.2 Develop an

online series with

1.3 Support the women 'In

campaign for

2.1 Coordinate

a voter

convesation
with...'

gender quotas registration

in local campaign

elections

Objective 2:

Raise awareness of

2.2 Organise a
coordinated “Flip the
Council” event for

the role and work of

International Women's women in local

Day politics
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Objective 4: Deliver
training and

4.1dentify
training needs

and coordinate developmen‘r to

deliver .
4 caucus membership

4.2 Collaborate
with sector experts
to build members'
capacity on issues
effecting women's
lives

Objeci'ive 5: 5.1 Coordinated
lighting of council

Advance buildings for UN day
agreed of elimination of

q gender-based vio
projects an

initiatives

5.2 Winter
walking
tour to highlight
women 's safety

5.3 Build strategic
partnerships
to ensure well-
informed and
evidenced-based
platform



Regional WoMeN'’s Caucus holds
inaugural meeting and plan to change
gender composition of councils

Members of WoMeN’s (Western Midlands and Northern) Regional Caucus pictured with
members of the Irish Women's Parliamentary Caucus in Leinster House to discuss common
areas in their progamme of works
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Did It!

WoMeN's Regional Caucus inverts
gender balance in council chambers
across the region to mark #lWD2023

International
_0 Women's Day AILG @:SHE




@WWW.LEHH[MDBSEEUEH.IE FOR LOCAL NEWS AS IT HAPPENS

calls for
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politics
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The Cathaocirleach’s
chain of Roscommon
County Council was pass-

from Cllr Tom Croshy
to Clir Emer Kelly, in
what was a symbolically
important gesture to
mark International
Women's Day last week.

As a further unigque
step to mark the day, the
representation on Ros-
common County Council
Chamber in Aras an
Chontae was ‘reversed’
from its current comple-
ment of 14 men and four
women to highlight the
inequalities of female
representation on local
authorities, nationwide.

There was a large at-
tendance of women in the
chamber for this special
occasion, which rellected
the various issues and
concerns of Roscommon
women. The attendance
also reflected the cultural
and demographic diver-
sity of women who con-
tribute to society locally,

pening p ings,
Clir Kelly thanked her
colleagues on Roscom-
mon County Council for
enabling the reversal of
representation on the
day. She said it was the
first time for such an
event which was part of a
wider series of events,
supported by Roscom-
mon Women's Network
and the WoMEN's Re-
gional Caucus.

Last week's event was
one of 13 such events in
thirteen different local
authorities. She said a
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Women at heart

Cathaoirleach of Roscommon County Coundl Clir Tom Croshy
handing over office to Clir Emer Kelly. Pic Gerard 0'Loughlir

range of guest speakers
had been mobilised to
talk about the experi-
ences of women in re-
spect of political repre-
seniation, young
women's experiences, vi-
olence against women
and sus ACY.

Clir Kelly explained
that the initiative in the
chamber was part of a
“ground-up approach”
being taken by women.
She said the Roscommon
Women's Group commu-
nity projects “supported
women and families.”
Clir Kelly noted that
nationally, only 25% of
councillors were women
with only 22% of
members being women in
Roscommon, which she
noted, was at odds with
the 50:50 gender split in

the wider ulation.
The ndependeni
Councillor welcomed the
forthcoming referendum
on gender equality due tc
take place in November
and commended the sup
port of Roscommorn
County Council in facili
tating efforts to improve
diversity and gender
uality in politics.
equIr Koilﬂ'.; comments
were echoed by her fellow
members on Roscommon
County Council. Clir
Orla Levden said the
event “was a day to chal
lenge the status quo.” She
said that since the
formation of the local
authority in 1899, there
had only been three fe
male Cathaoirligh
namely herself and the
late Clir's Eithne Quinn
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A special Intemational Women's Day event was held in the chamber of Rescommon County Coundil last week.

and Kitty Duignan.

She said the RWN
manifesto group, since its
inception, had developed
significantly with Ros-
comman County Council
securing €5,000 to finance
aSquoﬂ Worker, thank-
ing Patricia Bohan and
Director of Services Cait-
lin Conneely.

Cllr Valerie Byrne said
it was refreshing to see
the representation of the
council ‘reversed’ on the
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day, remarking “women
are equal to men just as
men are equal to
women”, adding: “today
is a celebration of all that
is happening for women
but we still have a long
way (o go.” Clir Kathleen
Shanagher said a lot of
those present had to
make considerable plans
to attend the event and
welcomed Senator Ais-
ling Dolan to the
chamber, remarking

“when women are in-
volved in their commu-
nity, we can make a dif-
ference.” Cllr Shanagher
acknowledged the pres-
ence of Nora Fahy and
Rita Kearney of Roscom-
mon Women's Network
and Mairead O'Shea of
the See Her Elected
(SHE) initiative, adding:
“it would be great (o see
more women involved (in
public life)."” The four
women councillors were

Pic. Gerard 0'Loughlin

accompanied by a
number of their male col-
leagues, a number of
whom addressed the
event, including Ca-
thaoirleach Clir Tom
Crosby and Councillors
John Cummins, Tony
Ward, and John Naught-
en. Others present in-
cluded Clirs Liam Callag-
han, Laurence Fallon,
Paschal Fitzmaurice, Joe
Murphy and Tony Wal-
dron.
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Key Learning and Tips

Throw out
the rule

book!

Avoid
unhelpful
hierarchy

Build
commitment
and ownership

Throw out the rule book! Well, not quite, but don't be afraid to figure out what works in your area and
to give things a try. Mistakes might be made along the way, but the learning will help your caucus to

grow and thrive over time.

Keep the structures as flat as possible. Avoid a hierarchy; remember, all caucus members have been
elected / co-opted on their own merits, and so each voice is equal and valid. While a certain amount of
hierarchy is necessary to facilitate the effective running of the caucus (such as nominating a

Chairperson and Vice-Chairperson), be careful not to fall into the traditional approaches of seniority or

party politics. Ensure processes facilitate equal and transparent decision-making.

Build commitment, ownership and shared purpose: A successful caucus is driven by its
membership, not by the Working Group, officers, Specialist Secretariat or Independent Facilitator. A
caucus will accomplish more when members cooperate with each other, speak as one and have a
shared sense of purpose. “The whole is greater than the sum of its parts” and so, it is essential that
members work together to drive the caucus forward and participate actively in activities and

meetings.
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Secure
adequate
resources

Cut your
cloth!

Embed equality
and
diversity

approaches

The importance of adequate resources. Funding from the Dept. of Local Government together with
financial contributions from local authorities has enabled the WoMeN's Regional Caucus to develop an
ambitious programme of work and to deliver important initiatives. However, it has been dependent on in-
kind and pro-bono contributions, particularly in relation to coordination, administration and facilitation.
This is not sustainable in the long-term and, so, post 2024, it will be important that adequate funding is

made available, based on the evidenced funding model being developed by the caucus.

Cut your cloth! The ability of a caucus to deliver on its programme of work will largely depend on the
resources available to it. Some caucus activities can be funded from local or national sources, whereas
others can be delivered on a no-cost/low-cost basis. But remember, even no-cost / low-cost initiatives
take time and effort on behalf of members - all of whom have busy and full lives. Don't take on too much
and put in place a realistic programme of work. It's better to under-promise and over deliver, rather than

the other way around!

Keep equality and diversity at the heart of the caucus. It is important that all members are facilitated
to be meaningfully involved in caucus structures, processes and activities. This means appreciating the
caucus’ inherent diversity through age, background, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation and so on. Take
time to identify the diversity of membership and to embed approaches which harnesses this. A
commitment to equality and diversity must go beyond words on a page and involve actions and

approaches that result in equality of outcome.
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Recognise and
value different
levels of
engagement

Build an
effective
Working Group

Use an
Independent
Facilitator

Appoint an
Specialist
Secretariat

Recognise and appreciate different levels of engagement: Make best use of your members' time and skills
by facilitating different ways to be involved and by respecting all levels of engagement. Members will
participate in different ways; some will be on the Working Group, others will help with numeous projects, and
others again will roll up their sleeves for practical initiatives. Bear in mind that lack of participation does not
necessarily mean lack of interest; some councillors have inflexible work hours or other commitments that limit

their ability to engage.

Take time to build an effective Working Group: The Working Group works on behalf of caucus members to
oversee the programme of work. It engages closely with the Specialist Secretariat and Independent Facilitator
to ensure the smooth functioning of the caucus. It is important that there is a geographic and political

balance in the Working Group and that members understand the need to commit the necessary time to it.

Use an Independent Facilitator to support equality and participation. An Independent Facilitator should
be independent of, and external to, the caucus. A successful caucus is built on cooperation between members
who have a shared vision and can work strategically towards agreed goals. A skilled facilitator will help to
build this vision and embed strategic approach. S/he will help to ensure that processes are robust, meetings

are effective, all voices are heard, decisions are transparent and activities are deliverable.

Appoint a Specialist Secretariat to support the work of the caucus. A Specialist Secretariat enables the
smooth running of a caucus and helps to ensure that momentum is maintained. Its role is essential to the
success of a caucus; it provides subject matter expertise, advice and guidance, coordinating functions and
administrative support. The Specialist Secretariat should have knowledge and expertise relating to gender

politics, gender equality and local government.
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In late 2022, members were asked to complete a survey on their experiences of the caucus. Members

were first asked to rank the role of the caucus in order of importance, with the following results:
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Members were asked how membership of the WoMeN's Regional Caucus has benefited them, with the

following responses:

It provides me with
opportunites to network with,
and get support from, other

women councillors in the

region

( It enhances my
understanding of
equality and diversity in

politics and in wider
society

(ﬁenqbles me to be actively
involved in advancing issues
of shared interest with other

K women councillors (through

the Caucus' Programme of

Work)
)

(

It facilitates me to be
more involved in

promoting and supporting

the role of women in
\ politics j

It strengthens my
capacity and
confidence to advance
gender issues in my
role as a councillor

/ Regional caucuses seem to
have the advantage of

being able to transcend

differences (political or
personal) that might occur in

a single local authority
setting.

=

(( It enhances my

local profile
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Members were asked what measures have helped them to engage more effectively in caucus meetings

and activities, with the following responses:




Members were asked to rate their overall experience of being a member of the WoMeN's Regional Caucus,

with 1being "Very Poor" and 10 being "Excellent".

8 Out of 10
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Conclusion

In this report, | capture experiences and learning from the first 18 months of the WoMeN's Regional Caucus. Through trial and error,
commitment and hard work, the caucus is continuing to develop as a robust forum with an ambitious programme of work and early
successes. The report displays the strategic and considered approaches that were embedded from the outset to position the caucus as an
inclusive, participative and democratic political institution in Ireland.

In a country where women in local government inherit established institutional ways of conducting politics created predominately by and

for men, the WoMeN's Regional Caucus stands out as a ground-breaking political institution created by women and for women.
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