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2016 Annual Report of the Comptroller and Auditor General 

Department of Justice and Equality 

Committee of Public Accounts, 26 April, 2018 

 

Opening Statement 

 

        CHECK AGAINST DELIVERY 

 

Chairman, 

 

The Vote of the Department of Justice and Equality covers a wide remit, encompassing both 

the administrative divisions of the Department and a broad range of offices and agencies 

across the Justice sector.  In all, there are approximately 60 individual subheads reflected 

across five expenditure programmes.  

 

I refer first to the Comptroller and Auditor General’s report on the development of ICT 

systems. It is important to note at the outset that the Department fully accepts the 

recommendations in the report and there is now in place a much stronger governance 

structure than when the projects in question commenced. The largest and most expensive 

project - in the Insolvency Service of Ireland (ISI) - started over five years ago at this stage 

and was completed in 2016.   

 

It is important to recall the context in which this was achieved which, by any standard, was 

unprecedented. The establishment of the new insolvency service was a top Troika priority 

and was monitored on a weekly basis at the time by the Government and the Cabinet 

Committee on Mortgage Arrears as well as by the Troika in their regular reviews. The 

Department was given the task of setting up the ISI and the Director Designate of the ISI 

took up office in November 2012 as work continued on the draft legislation going through 

the Oireachtas. 
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Given the state of national indebtedness, this was a core deliverable in the Troika agreement 

and obviously an ICT system was required in order that this key national commitment could 

deliver on its mandate.  This was achieved in very pressurised circumstances and the ISI 

opened in September 2013. 

 

Less than a year previously, while key staff were still in the process of being recruited, the 

ISI engaged with the Department’s ICT Division regarding the provision of an Online Case 

Management System (OCMS) as its preferred IT solution. Because of the need to deliver the 

system quickly a decision was taken to develop it in-house within the existing Lotus Notes 

environment.  This was undertaken by the Department’s own IT team with support from by 

contractors from pre-established contracts for the supply of development resources.  

 

Whilst the OCMS is sometimes described as a single project, it is, in fact, an extensive and 

complex system, which supports several elements linked to the personal insolvency 

infrastructure introduced by the Personal Insolvency Act 2012.    

 

A post-enactment review of the Personal Insolvency Act 2012 by the ISI and the Attorney 

General’s Office identified a need for refinements to the process and the Courts and Civil 

Law (Miscellaneous Provisions) Act 2013, enacted in July 2013, provided for these.  Part 7 

provided for amendments to the Bankruptcy Act 1988 and Part 8 provided for amendments to 

the Personal Insolvency process. This meant the requirements were somewhat difficult to 

define which contributed to the complexities of the system design and implementation. 

 

However, it was recognised in an external review carried out on the Departments behalf in 

2016 that the hard work and co-operation by the joint project team resulted in the initial ‘Day 

1’ application going live at the ISI in September 2013. 

 

It is accepted that difficulties emerged in relation to the project for a period after September 

2013, which led to revised governance arrangements being put in place, including the 

appointment by the then Secretary General of an experienced external Chair to lead rigorous 

oversight by a new Project Board. 
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It is also acknowledged that there are ongoing operating shortcomings with the existing 

system particularly in relation to the level of manual intervention required as well as gaps in 

the management information and reporting needs of the service. 

 

In the past year, the ISI with support and oversight from the Department has gone to the 

market for a new system and I understand that the procurement process is now nearing 

conclusion. By the time this is implemented the existing ICT system will have been 

operational for approximately five years and will have been depreciated in full.  

 

As Accounting Officer, I continue to work towards strengthening controls and implementing 

both internal and external audit recommendations. In addition to the strengthening of the ICT 

project management and governance arrangements outlined in response to the 

recommendations in the Comptroller’s report, we are undertaking a comprehensive risk 

assessment across all aspects of ICT operations. A further audit, which is also ongoing, is 

reviewing the controls in place in a representative number of the agencies and bodies and 

how these organisations link back to the central ICT shared service. The outcome of these 

audits will assist us in further strengthening the controls and management of the ICT function 

across the Department. 

 

Turning to other matters in Vote 24, members may recall that my predecessor, in his 

appearance before the Committee last May, provided an update regarding a leased premises 

in Wolfe Tone Street, Dublin 1 procured for use in 2008 by the Probation Service.  This was 

the subject of legal proceedings which were concluded in late 2016. This is now reflected in 

the 2016 Appropriation Account and it was previously the subject of a report by the 

Comptroller and Auditor General in his 2011 Report.  The central issue in this case was 

assurance provided by the vendor in relation to the planning permission for the premises. In 

his 2011 Report, the Comptroller outlined that it was reasonable for the Department to rely 

on the legal advice provided in relation to the planning permission.  The total cost in relation 

to this matter, including the legal settlement, was €3.89 million.  The settlement was based 

on strong legal advice, and resulted in closure of the matter, thus avoiding any further costs 
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accruing to the State. The Department relied on legal advice at all times in relation to this 

matter. 

 

Throughout 2016 the Department was also implementing its Programme for Change arising 

from the 2014 Toland Report.  Over the past four years, we have focused on measures to 

strengthen our revised culture, and to identify and embed behavioural change.  All of this is 

supported by robust governance frameworks, revised management processes and formal 

agreements with the relevant agencies of the Department.  We continue to review and update 

these with a view to driving further improvement in the processes.   

 

In 2017 the Management Board decided it would be timely to review progress on the 

implementation of the Change Programme and engaged external experts to do this in a 

rigorous independent manner. That report was published earlier this year and it identifies that 

significant progress has been made and also where more has to be done.  The Board agrees 

with the analysis which reflects its own view and feedback from staff in the Department.   

 

I will take this opportunity to update the Committee on a number of areas where progress is 

being made in relation to the Change Programme. 

 

The Department’s old style MAC was reconstituted as a Management Board and its purpose, 

functions and procedures were restructured in line with the Toland recommendations.  Its 

membership was revamped and lateral mobility was implemented at senior level in the 

organisation.   

 

The Board worked with the help of external facilitators on its transformation process over a 

twelve month period on communications, sustaining change and talent management. This has 

resulted in significant improvements in the Board’s functioning.  

 

A Culture and Values Charter was developed with the objective of fostering a more outward 

facing, listening organisational culture. A cross-grade Change Team, supported by senior 

management, is helping to embed those new values across the Department.  
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As evidenced in research, culture change in any organisation takes time but the Department 

is fully committed to embedding our values and supporting behaviours in every aspect of the 

work we do and at every level from senior management across all grades.  Our culture and 

values underpin all training and development programmes, engagement with stakeholders, 

and communications.  The Change Team takes an active part in communicating our values 

through their activities and are supported in their work by Human Resources, our 

communications team and senior managers.  The changes are small but significant and are 

incrementally building a culture which reflects our commitment to public service values.   

 

A professional head of HR was appointed in 2016 and we published our HR Strategy in 

December 2017 – it is aligned to the civil service wide strategy.  In addition, an overarching 

strategy for all external and internal communications, supporting the change programme, was 

published. Internal communications have greatly improved and we continue to focus on 

improving our external communications.  The management team was encouraged by recent 

preliminary results from the Civil Service Employee Engagement Survey 2017 which records 

a significantly improved trend in engagement headings.   

 

Arrangements for governance of agencies have been formalised and strengthened and at the 

end of 2017 Framework Agreements were in place with 23 agencies. These are all published 

on our website.  The process of updating and renewing annual oversight agreements for 2018 

has begun and again these will be published when agreed.  Seven revised agreements have 

been published on the Department’s website so far this year.   

 

Communication and collaboration with the agencies in the Justice and Equality sector has 

also been improved through formal structures – I chair the Criminal Justice Strategic 

Committee which brings together the heads of all the criminal justice agencies to collaborate 

on and develop a programme of work on a range of shared interests. 

 

Responsibility for a number of agencies was transferred during 2017 and from January 2018 

– the Charities Regulatory Authority, the Property Registration Authority, Ordnance Survey 
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Ireland, the Valuation Office and the Valuation Tribunal. Again this move is in line with 

recommendations in Toland.  Obviously these moves are a matter for Government but we 

continue to evaluate the strategic fit of agencies with the Department with a view to 

achieving better alignment.   

 

An ongoing and key aspect of the change programme is the restructuring of the Department. 

In 2016, the Department engaged external experts to help us evaluate the broad structure of 

the Department and to advise how it could be more effectively organised to deliver on 

strategic and business objectives and reported to the Department’s Management Board in 

October 2017 which agreed the primary recommendation with respect to the restructuring of 

the Department into two portfolios: Home Affairs and Justice and Equality each to be led by 

a Deputy Secretary.  The restructuring is a key priority and an Implementation Group has 

been established and has commenced work which will assist the work of the independent 

Effectiveness and Renewal Group appointed by the Minister in January.  

 

This Group, chaired by Mr. Pádraig Ó Ríordáin has met with the Minister and myself as well 

as the Management Board.  They are currently meeting other stakeholders as well as meeting 

with individual members of the Management Board.   

 

In line with its terms of reference, the Group will assess progress in implementing the 

recommendations of the Toland Report as well as reviewing the culture of the Department 

and examining the relationship between the Department and An Garda Síochána. 

 

The Group will provide progress reports to the Government and the Oireachtas and the first 

of these is due at the end of June 2018, with quarterly reports thereafter.  The Minister will 

then review arrangements and provide a progress report and recommendations for any further 

action in the first quarter of 2019. We will continue to engage with and fully support the 

Group in its important work. 

 

Members will also be aware that the report of the Independent Review of the response of the 

Department of Justice and Equality to requests for documents from the Disclosures Tribunal, 
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carried out by Mr. Michael Collins SC was published at the end of March.  I cannot trespass 

on the Tribunal’s ongoing deliberations but I note Mr. Collins’s finding that there was no 

attempt to conceal information from the Tribunal and that officials acted at all times in good 

faith.  It is also reassuring that the review found no evidence of any failure to comply with 

Orders from the Tribunal.  

 

It is of course a matter of concern that emails were not located as part of the Department’s 

discovery process and we are putting new measures in place that are aimed at ensuring that 

an oversight of this kind could not happen in future.  These new measures include the use of 

specialist IT consultants, where needed, for discovery and the establishment of a separate 

unit to interact with Tribunals and Commissions. There is a Civil Service wide initiative 

underway in relation to electronic file management and this will help to ensure that electronic 

documents, including emails, can more easily be associated with relevant files.  

       

Thank you Chairman and I will go into further detail as the members require. 

 

 




