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The introduction of a directly elected Mayor 
of Dublin could radically strengthen local 
democracy. A large number of functions 
currently under the control of the four Dublin 
local authority Chief Executives should be 
brought into the democratic sphere – putting 
power in the hands of the people of Dublin 
through the election of a Mayor. 

As Social Democrat Councillors, we have 
significant experience of Dublin’s local authority 
system as it stands. We note the need for a 
radical reform of democratic representation 
and the role of local government in our city and 
county. We support the concept of a directly-
elected Mayor for Dublin - but we do not 
support the concept of a Mayor for its own sake. 
We want to see a genuine debate about the role 
of a directly-elected Mayor for Dublin.

Current signalling from central government 
suggests that a directly elected Mayor of Dublin 
will be put in place in addition to our current 
system of four appointed Chief Executives 
and their accompanying Mayors. This has the 
potential to dilute some of the benefit of having 
one elected local authority leader for the Dublin 
region and could lead to overlap, duplication 
and turf wars between Chief Executives, 
ceremonial Mayors and the Directly Elected 
Mayor. We reject this cosmetic proposal and 
instead call for a radical reform of how citizens 
are represented and how local government in 
the city and county should work.

Across Europe, local authorities play an 
important role in providing services that make 
a real difference in people’s daily lives including 
affordable childcare, healthcare, education 

Strengthening and Democratising
Local Government in Dublin

and social services.  In Ireland, the trend is in the 
opposite direction - the privatisation of waste 
collection services; the transfer of water and 
waste water infrastructure to Irish Water; and the 
increasing role of voluntary sector and private 
landlords in social housing provision; all serve to 
reduce the relevance of local authorities. 

The creation of a directly elected Mayor for 
Dublin provides an opportunity to radically 
transform local government.  A Mayor with a 
direct mandate from the people should have a 
series of executive functions – real power and 
responsibility, with genuine accountability. We 
envisage, for example, a lead function for the 
Mayor in co-ordinating transport policy for our 
city and county, engaging with the Gardaí; and 
overseeing the various public agencies that 
operate in Dublin – and, if necessary, replacing 
them. The Mayor would co-ordinate Dublin’s 
economic and tourism development, create safer 
public spaces, and lead policy formation in areas 
such as waste management, environmental 
sustainability, housing and homelessness. 
This discussion paper outlines a blueprint for 
a Directly Elected Mayor of Dublin, which if 
successful could provide a model for a directly 
elected Mayor in other cities including Cork, 
Limerick and Galway.  

This is a draft paper aimed at provoking 
discussion and we’d strongly welcome your 
views and inputs which can be sent to 
cian.ocallaghan@socialdemocrats.ie 

Cllr. Dermot Looney        Cllr. Gary Gannon

Cllr. Paul Mulville              Cllr. Cian O’Callaghan
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Leadership and Vision 
A directly elected Mayor would provide 
strategic leadership and vision for Dublin. 
Each candidate for the office would have an 
opportunity to outline their vision for the city 
and county over the course of their mandate.  
The election campaign would facilitate a 
public discussion about the future of Dublin 
with a very defined outcome – the election of a 
Mayor with a mandate based on their electoral 
platform.

This electoral mandate would provide a 
powerful impetus for modernisation and 
change and would replace the disjointed and 
piecemeal process of developing a city and 
county without a democratically elected and 
accountable leader. 
 

Strategic Collaboration 
An elected Mayor for Dublin would play a 
key role in bringing stakeholders together 
to address major issues of concern including 
homelessness, traffic congestion, social 
inclusion, enterprise and innovation and safety 
in public spaces. 

Directly elected Mayors can enhance efficiency 
and make the decision-making process 
faster and clearer. Mayors could draw on 
the democratic legitimacy of their electoral 
mandate to encourage strategic collaboration 
and to take initiatives and show leadership and 
vision for a city and county.

The Vision Zero model from U.S. cities where 
Mayors have brought together transportation 
agencies, police, community organisations, 

What would a directly
Elected Mayor do for us?

public health officials and municipal authorities 
with the goal of achieving zero traffic fatalities 
on city streets serves as a useful example of 
strategic collaboration and could be adopted to 
achieve strategic goals. 

Initiatives and collaborations to make Dublin 
more inclusive including an age friendly 
strategy and promoting cultural diversity and 
youth programmes could be led by the Mayor 
and could include public art programmes and 
cultural events. A directly-elected Mayor would 
have the mandate to bring people together 
to lead a safer cities initiative to make public 
spaces safer and more accessible for everyone. 
The Mayor could provide a leadership role in co-
ordinating actions amongst agencies to meet 
Climate Change and sustainability targets. 
 

Democratic and 
Accountable Decision 
Making 
The existing local government structure in 
Dublin is less than 25 years old. The abolition 
of the old Dublin County Council and the 
Corporation of Dún Laoghaire led to the creation 
of three county councils in Fingal, South Dublin 
and Dún Laoghaire-Rathdown, in addition 
to Dublin City Council – previously Dublin 
Corporation. The break-up of the County Council 
at the time was a progressive move. However, 25 
years on, it is clear that the resultant structure 
has not worked.

Council boundaries and competencies are 
failing to meet the needs of modern Dublin. 
Real power and influence lies with a mixture 
of unelected Chief Executives, the Custom 



Democratising Dublin
A Vision for a Directly Elected Mayor of Dublin 

4

House, a mishmash of various agencies and the 
government of the day. Voters go to the polls 
every five years to elect Councillors who engage 
in, at best, local administration rather than real 
local governance.

The Chief Executives are a substitute for 
elected Mayors – they are leaders without a 
mandate, they are neither appointed nor can 
they be sacked directly by the people whose 
everyday lives are affected by their decision 
making. This glaring democratic deficit should 
be addressed by replacing the non-elected four 
Chief Executives with a directly elected Mayor. 
The position of ceremonial Mayors which 
rotates among councillors every 12 months, 
depriving the office holder of sufficient time to 
engage in effective long-term planning, should 
be abolished. 

The introduction of a directly Elected Mayor 
should radically enhance accountability in 
local government, making the leadership of 
local government subject to the rigours of 
public debate and elections, just as central 
government is, and holding public services and 
bodies to account. 
 

Governance and structure 
Previous proposals from government for a 
directly elected Mayor of Dublin setting a 
policy framework for Dublin, envisaged that 
responsibility for implementation would 
rest primarily with the four existing local 
authorities.  The creation of a structural and 
bureaucratic gap between policy making and 
implementation at a local governance level 
would potentially weaken the role of a directly 
Elected Mayor, encourage turf wars and weaken 
implementation. 

Councillors elected to the four Dublin local 
authorities would have a watching brief on 
implementation over policies that they aren’t 
responsible for making, while the directly 

elected Mayor would inevitably come into 
conflict with the four Dublin Chief Executives 
who may not always have access to the 
resources needed to implement policy. There 
would be endless opportunities for different 
actors to blame others for implementation 
failures.

Instead we are proposing:

• One Directly Elected Mayor to replace the 
four Chief Executives, Lord Mayor, Mayors and 
Cathaoirleach

• A Secretary General to support the Directly 
Elected Mayor

• One Dublin Local Authority based on a merger 
of the four Dublin Local Authorities with a 
directly elected assembly of councillors that 
would agree policies and strategies, adopt a 
budget and a development plan and hold the 
directly Elected Mayor to account between 
elections 

• A Dublin Assembly of approximately 50-60 
members, directly elected (see below) to hold 
the Mayor and Authority to account

• A beefed-up area committee system – about 
15 in total, based around urban centres

• A merging of the Strategic Policy Committees 
in Housing, Transportation, Environment, 
Economic Development, Planning and 
Community so that there is one rather than 
four Strategic Policy Committee for each brief

• A merging of the four Joint Policing 
Committees into one Dublin Joint Policing 
Committee with a formal collaborative role 
between the Gardaí and elected councillors at 
a local area committee to ensure that localised 
issues are addressed

• A merging of the four Local Community 
Development Committees into one structure 
to support community development across 
Dublin and to prepare one Local Economic and 
Community Plan for Dublin
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This merging process would take place over 
a transitionary period in which the 4 local 
authorities will remain and work with the 
Mayor’s Office. We recognise the important 
work of Council staff and officials in delivering 
services and note that these proposals are 
primarily structural, rather than operational. 
We believe that a Dublin-wide Authority with 
a strong base of Area Committees is the best 
arrangement to ensure the delivery of Council 
services.   

We propose that elections to the Assembly and 
Area Committees be held on the same ballot. 
Area Committees would be established first by 
an independent Boundary Committee, based 
on contiguous areas such as Swords, Tallaght, 
Blanchardstown, Dún Laoghaire, Crumlin, etc. 
Seats would then be allocated proportionately 
for the Area Committee and Assembly. In a 
9-seat area committee, for example, those 
filling the first three seats would also be elected 
to the Assembly. This would ensure all parts of 
Dublin are proportionately represented on the 
Assembly, and that there is genuine synergy 
between Area Committees and the Assembly.

There are currently 183 Councillors across the 
four Dublin local authorities. While this figure 
may appear high, there are proportionately 
fewer Councillors in Dublin per head of 
population than the remainder of the country. 
The proposed structure would retain a similar 
level of representation, i.e. approximately the 
same number of Councillors working in the new 
Area Committee system. Approximately 1/3 of 
those elected would also serve on the Dublin 
Assembly.

Based on the current budgets of the four Dublin 
local authorities the directly elected Mayor 
would have responsibility for presenting a 
current budget of 1.5 billion to the Assembly for 
adoption. 
 

Powers and Functions 
The Directly Elected Mayor of Dublin 
should have the following functions: 

• Articulate and Promote a Vision for the City 
and County

• Presenting the draft annual budget

• Presenting the draft development plan

• Presenting the capital plan for investment 
in local authority infrastructure and capital 
projects within Dublin

• Attracting foreign investment and 
international events and conferences 

• Promoting social cohesion, the arts, culture 
and sport 

• Leading, Managing and Directing the Secretary 
General and Senior Executive employees

Leading the preparation of policy and 
strategy including in the following 
areas:

• Public Transport 

• Promoting Tourism

• Economic Development and support for 
Enterprise and Innovation 

• Tackling Homelessness 

• Waste Management

• Environmental Sustainability 

• Safer Cities 

• Social Inclusion 

• Libraries, Heritage, Gaeilge and the Arts

• Infrastructure Provision 

• Regeneration, efficient land use and 
enhancement of public spaces 
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There should be a strong public consultation 
process and engagement process with key 
stakeholders in the preparation of all policies. 

Leading Oversight and Accountability 
of:

• Dublin Homeless Regional Executive 

• Dublin Fire Brigade 

• Dublin Local Authority Services 

Formal collaborative role with:

• With An Garda Síochána regarding city wide 
policing issues, safer cities, community 
policing and traffic

• National Transport Authority in setting 
transport policy for Dublin 

• Transport Infrastructure Ireland in 
setting priorities for developing transport 
infrastructure in Dublin

• IDA in driving economic development in the 
Dublin Region 

• Fáilte Ireland in promoting Dublin as a Tourist 
destination 

• Other state bodies as appropriate 
 

The role of the Dublin 
Assembly
The Dublin Assembly comprising 50-60 elected 
councillors should have the following functions:

• Holding the Directly Elected Mayor to Account

• Setting rates and adopting an overall budget 
for the Dublin area

• Setting Local Property Tax variations

• Adopting a Development Plan for Dublin 
setting land zonings and providing a blueprint 
for expansion and development 

Adopting policy in the following areas:

• Public Transport 

• Promoting Tourism

• Economic Development and support for 
Enterprise and Innovation 

• Tackling Homelessness 

• Waste Management

• Environmental Sustainability 

• Safer Cities 

• Social Inclusion 

• Libraries, Heritage, Gaeilge and the Arts

• Infrastructure Provision 

• Regeneration, efficient land use and 
enhancement of public spaces 

This will create a balance of powers between the 
Dublin Assembly and the directly Elected Mayor 
and will safeguard against the concentration of 
too much power in the hands of one individual 
and will encourage consensus and coalition 
building. 

The Dublin Assembly in conjunction 
with the Mayor should have a formal 
role in holding to account: 

• The Dublin Homeless Regional Executive 

• Dublin Fire Brigade 

• Dublin Local Authority Services
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The devolution of power to 
local area committees 
As a counterbalance to the streamlining of 
several functions to a directly elected Mayor 
and a Dublin Assembly powers and functions 
should be devolved to local area committees. 

Local Area Committees should have the 
following functions:

• Deciding budgets and allocating resources 
from within their overall budget allocation set 
by the Dublin assembly

• Oversight of local authority functions in their 
area including the maintenance of paths, 
roads, parks, public spaces, beaches

• Provision of community facilities 

• Oversight of participatory budgeting 
initiatives with local communities 

• Receipt of petitions from local residents 
and oversight of plebiscites and public 
consultations 

• A statutory role in conjunction with the 
Department of Education for the provision of 
school sites in a timely manner 

• A formal collaborative role with An Garda 
Siochána, the National Transport Authority, 
public transport providers and other state 
bodies regarding the delivery of local services  

The chairs of local area committees could 
take on much of the community engagement 
workload of ceremonial Mayors and could 
represent the directly elected Mayor at local 
events and initiatives. 
 

Empower Local 
Communities 
The involvement of local communities in the 
decision-making process at local government 
is crucial to developing services that best 

meet the needs of local residents. Participatory 
budgeting, which has been successfully piloted 
by South Dublin County Council, should be rolled 
out to give communities a direct say in how 
resources are prioritised in their area. 

The merging of the four Dublin Public 
Participation Networks and the four sets of 
Strategic Policy Committees should enhance 
the ability of local communities and voluntary 
groups to participate in a meaningful way in 
the shaping of policy in the Dublin Region as 
these bodies will now have the whole of the 
Dublin Region within their scope rather than a 
subsection. The extra resources that become 
available from the merging of these structures 
should at least partially be re-directed towards 
promoting increased participation. 

A formal role to facilitate petitioning by local 
communities should be established and public 
consultation processes should be radically 
enhanced to ensure genuine engagement and 
participation – too often public consultations 
aren’t widely advertised and are inaccessible to 
the wider public. 
 

Conclusion
This document specifically discusses Dublin but 
we recognise the pressing need for an overhaul 
of local government right across Ireland. We 
support the concept of a directly-elected Mayor 
for Dublin, but not merely for its own sake. 
Those who live and work here deserve a better 
system of local government, first-class local 
public services, a protected environment and 
sustainable, cohesive communities. 

We want to use the creation of a directly-elected 
Mayor for Dublin to ensure meaningful powers 
and responsibilities for elected representatives 
and democratic participation for local 
communities; a genuine democratisation of 
Dublin. We believe a more democratic Dublin 
will be one which is more equal and more 
prosperous.
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“In the course of my life I have developed
five little democratic questions. 

If one meets a powerful person
...ask them five questions: 

• What power have you got? 

• Where did you get it from? 

• In whose interests do you exercise it? 

• To whom are you accountable? 

• And how can we get rid of you? 

If you cannot get rid of the people
who govern you, you do not live
in a democratic system.”

Tony Benn 


