
Social Action Group Rathmore CLG 

Opening statement to the Oireachhtas Joint Committee on Arts, Heritage, Regional,  Rural and 

Gaeltacht Affairs: 

“The Irish Republic fully realises the necessity of abolishing the present odious, degrading and 

foreign Poor Law System substituting therefore a sympathetic native scheme for the care of  the 

Nation’s aged and infirm who shall not be regarding as a burden but rather entitled  to the Nation’s 

gratitude and consideration.”(Democratic Programme – the First Dail) 

Our area: 

The Social Action Group’s catchment area encompasses much of the Sliabh Luachra area of East 

Kerry and North Cork, an area renowned for traditional music, song, dance and poetry. Traditionally, 

Cadbury’s Chocolate factory was the major employer but numbers employed there have reduced 

substantially over the last few decades. Today, Munster Joinery is the largest employer in our area 

with over a thousand people employed. There are many SME’s and one of the largest of these is the 

Social Action Group Rathmore CLG. While rural depopulation is not as noticeable in our community 

as in the neighbouring areas, the villages of Rathmore, Knocknagree and Cullen are witnessing a 

serious depopulation and need regeneration.  

About the Social Action Group Rathmore CLG: 

The Social Action Group ( SAG) was founded in St. Mary’s Secondary school in 1975 aiming to give 

second level students an organisation through which they could become involved in community 

development using the old Meitheal system as a model and inspiration. This model has proved very 

successful in responding to community needs.  The SAG has developed into a very successful rural  

social enterprise. It employs  fifteen full time workers and a number of part time workers while 

caring for the needs of older people and also some of the social needs of young people. 

Involvement in Social Housing: 

In 1983, after several significant achievements including the construction of a Youth Creativity 

Centre Teach Iosagain, the SAG was presented with a major challenge by a Killarney based priest  Fr. 

Clifford. He had undertaken a survey of the housing conditions of elderly people living in the Kerry 

diocese discovering that many people especially those living alone lived in dreadful conditions. He 

invited the SAG to become involved in a campaign aiming to improve the circumstances of these 

older people thus presenting the Group with a very significant challenge. 

The introduction of a laundry service for older people initiated the SAG’s care programme for older 

people opening many doors and requests for essential improvements.  Soon a hectic programme 

was underway. Young people and their leaders visited homes to clean and paint. Essential repair 

grants were secured from Kerry County Council to install electricity, water, new windows and doors. 

Within a few years there was a dramatic improvement in conditions and important links established 

between the younger and older generation to their mutual advantage. 

 

 



In  1991, the SAG recognised that there was a need for Social Housing for older people who needed 

to come closer to essential services and to combat the effects of loneliness and rural isolation. A 

company was formed, charitable status achieved and the SAG was approved as a provider of social 

housing. Over the last twenty six years the SAG has undertaken three housing projects creating 

twenty seven houses, four apartments with four more houses being added shortly. This was 

achieved through the SAG’s own fundraising, traded income from its enterprises and from non- 

refundable mortgages from the state agencies. These houses have been fully occupied since 

construction and there is still a waiting list. The SAG also runs a very large day centre for older 

people, the laundry service continues and a meals on wheels service is provided from Monday to 

Friday. Over one hundred and thirty people benefit each day from these services.  

The SAG has also developed Teach Iosagain into a very large and very modern Youth Creativity 

Centre housing all kinds of services for young people and for the community in general. It generates 

an important traded income. It is supported by Pobal who provide €70,000 each year to pay for a 

Manager and two FTEs. 

Current project: 

In 2015, the SAG purchased the local Presentation Convent, a listed building, from the Presentation 

Sisters. Since December 2015 nine workers on average are employed each day in renovating and 

developing the Convent breathing new life into a beautiful old building and in the process creating 

several apartments and a residential area for the remaining Sisters. This €1.1 million project is being 

financed by the SAG’s own enterprises, its own fundraising and money generated by the Ring of 

Kerry Charity Cycle. The Convent will be fully occupied immediately after being opened on May 2nd. 

Phase two of the project, the construction of four houses in the convent grounds will start as soon as 

possible provided we acquire finance from the Dept. of Housing.  

Being planned: 

1. In its strategic plan the SAG will construct a new one hundred and forty seater theatre as an 

extension to Teach Iosagain to allow the Group develop  a  creative hub and promote the 

government’s plan for Creative Ireland. 

 

2. The SAG is also planning to create a Drop In Centre for active older people to tap into their 

creativity, wisdom, skills, values and experience. It will have a multipurpose function. 

3. The SAG is considering the possibility of purchasing  unoccupied and almost derelict  houses 

in Rathmore village and elsewhere in the community  developing them and turning them in 

to  modern attractive and environmental friendly  homes  and leasing them out with a view 

to purchase to young couples and families. The problem is financing. We intend to liaise 

more closely with Kerry CC and Dept. of Housing with the aim of progressing our idea. 

4. The construction of four houses on the Convent grounds. 

5. We plan to undertake a study on the feasibility of developing rural tourism in our area that is 

rich in heritage very scenic and close to Killarney. 

 

 



 

The impact: 

The social housing, day centre, meals on wheels and laundry service meet the needs of older people 

in our community and beyond demonstrated by the following statements: 

“I love my house provided by the Social Action Group. I feel wanted, safe and comfortable. 

The day centre nearby is a wonderful place, lovely food, welcoming staff, great company 

and craic, nursing care and even a shower and shave if you need it. I lived alone in an 

isolated area and often felt lonely and insecure and now I am so content and happy. This is 

our piece of heaven” (A resident.) 

“I did not realise the Social Action Group offered such a brilliant service until my Mother 

got Alzheimer’s. Now she attends  the day centre five days a week providing us with 

respite and enabling us to care for her at home” (Family carer.) 

“I love when the young people come to entertain us in the day centre and accompany us 

on outings. I have great memories of our trips to Croke Park and Fota. Rathmore is a great 

place to live in and a great place to grow old in”  (St.Joseph’s Day Care Centre user) 

While catering for the needs of young and older people, the SAG has created important 

employment not just in our own organisation but also in the construction sector with local 

suppliers and retailers also benefiting enormously. The labour intensive Convent project for 

example gave a huge boost to struggling contractors deeply affected by the recession. Of 

course all this helps to sustain a viable rural community.  

The residents of our social housing use the local shops, chemist, post office, taxies etc thus 

helping to sustain these services and in turn attract young families to live in this area 

because of the existence of such services. Older and retired people feel better by being part 

of a community and many live out their entire life in the social houses saving huge money to 

the State on full time care in state run institutions, money that could be used for rural 

development for example.  

Of course our work is very much in line with the aspirations of our founding fathers included 

in the democratic programme. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Challenges and needs: 

The SAG relies heavily on the use of volunteer time to sustain its work particularly in the areas of 
governance and corporate and legislative requirements.  Given the role the SAG plays in delivering 
improved quality of life outcomes for its services users, it like all  NGO organisations struggles to 
cope with increasing bureaucratic demand  particularly in the area of ensuring value for money and 
increasing hoops it has to go through so as to draw down  grants that maybe available. However the 
SAG cannot continue to expand without receiving support to maintain its infra structure, e.g. the 
SAG does not have a paid post to ensure all statutory and legislative requirements are fulfilled, an 
increasing demand given the organisations commitment to achieving the Code of Governance.  All 
this work is done on a voluntary basis. This is not sustainable in the long run and will require funding 
for a CEO. 
 
Grants to NGO organisations do not allow contributions to be used in the overall running of the 
organisation in areas such as core funding to maintain increasing levels of corporate compliance. 
  
The SAG and others who provide the range of care services in communities across rural Ireland 
should be recognised as equal partners with statutory services in providing essential local services. 
The begging bowl approach needs to cease. There needs to be greater acknowledgment of 
volunteerism and promotion of community development and active citizenship. Volunteers are the 
backbone of many communities and perform important service. The taking of volunteer led activity 
for granted needs to cease. Voluntary organisations find it increasingly difficult to attract volunteers 
especially for long term commitment. 
 
To enable effective planning requests that funding particularly for older people should be on a multi 
annual basis. Programmes need to be administered in a more common-sense manner, with an 
appropriate balance between the need for public accountability and efficient delivery. 
 
Every opportunity should be taken to encourage young people to live in rural Ireland by relaxing our 
planning laws, maintaining services and generally making a community a very attractive place in 
which to live. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


