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The IPCS Journal, Scientific Service
first published in 1950 and ran until 1971

P

rofessional civil servants in Ireland began to organise into a representative body in 1920. In contrast to
clerical and executive grades who called their representative organisations ‘Associations’, the professional
grades adopted the title of ‘Institute’, the Institute of Professional Civil Servants (IPCS).

O’Donovan served as President of the IPCS from 1945 to
1947 and for many years served on the Executive of his
Land Commission Branch. He had fought in the 1916
Rising in the Four Courts Garrison and left a memorable
Witness Statement including his account of visiting Liberty Hall on the eve of the Rising, delivering dispatches to
James Connolly. He was sentenced to death by Court
Martial after the Rising but his sentence was commuted to
penal servitude and, after his release with the bulk of prisoners in 1917, he was an active participant in the War of
Independence.

The IPCS was a federation of Departmental and cross Departmental Professional entities and staff from the Land
Commission played a major role from the very start. Two
members of the staff of the Land Commission participated
in the founding committee and Surveyors and Inspectors
from the Land Commission were to hold prominent positions in the IPCS over the following decades.
The Land Commission was one of the oldest state entities
in the Irish Civil Service. Established in 1870 it was originally tasked with setting ‘fair rents’ for tenants but over
time came to oversee the redistribution of land from local
and absentee landlords to a new class of proprietors. Staff
from the Land Commission were also centrally involved in
overseeing the programme of compulsory tillage during the
Second World War.
While the founders of the IPCS were mainly from the traditional professional ‘classes’ and in many cases had
served in the British Army in the First World War, a new
generation of activists came to the fore in the 1930’s and
1940’s. An example of the changed profile was a Land
Commission Inspector, Con O’Donovan, who was described in a pen picture in the union journal as a;
Land Commission Inspector, formerly an Agricultural Instructor. Native of Co. Cork. Ex- President of the Institute.
On Council of the Institute. A staunch associationist and an
experienced negotiator. Member of the Agricultural Science Association. One time a keen hurler; a keen golfer.
Sentenced to death in 1916.

Con O’Donovan
second from right at an IPCS Council meeting 1950.

At the time of his retirement in 2007, the local IMPACT
Branch Secretary, Frank Strumble, donated a set of
branch minute books covering the following periods;
1932 – 1944
1959 – 1963
1963 – 1967
1967 – 1969
The minutes for 1932 give details of the establishment of
a local organisation, ‘the Association of Professional Civil Servants, Irish Land Commission’ and its formal affiliation to the IPCS. Issues covered in the first volume of
minutes include dissatisfaction at methods of supervision,

reimbursement of travel and subsistence, the definition of
a working day for outdoor staff, salary cuts (in 1932),
cost of living claims, pensions, promotions, staffing numbers, permanent (established) status for members on temporary contracts, representation on the executive council
of the IPCS and feedback from that body.

re-organised in 1963. The same year, the Executive reported that 117 out of a possible 139 were in membership. The
Branch went on to lobby for a member of their grades to be
appointed as a Land Commissioner and an annual dinner
became part of their work programme, occasionally with
the Minister for Lands in attendance.

The Branch actively engaged with the work of the Brennan Commission into the Civil Service. Complaints included, opposition to an instruction to utilise 3 rd class
travel on official duties and, by the mid 1930’s criticism
of requirements for proficiency in ‘Gaelic’. The minutes
indicated that membership density was 94% in 1933 and
remained at high levels through the period. Retaining
temporary staff in employment at the commencement of
the Second World War was a priority issue with many
members drawing comparisons with arrangements put in
place in 1914. Petrol rationing was an issue for travelling
officers during the war years and a special payment was
made to members working on bog schemes.

The Branch also focused on the need for in-service training
and liaised with the Agricultural Institute and the IPA regarding the provision of suitable professional training. At
the same time, criticism of the poor condition of Land
Commission Offices became a feature of discussions. Criticism of the promotion system were commonplace with
allegations on one occasion of ‘favouritism, political intrigue and injustice’. The Branch also began to oppose the
promotion of surveying staff into the Inspectorate, (it hadn’t happened for 30 years), fearing a dilution of professional status and viewed the Land Commission as a land resettlement body with complicated and exacting work.

By the 1960’s the Branch was seeking the appointment of
full-time staff to the union along with a permanent headquarters. Locally, they secured special leave to attend the
R.D.S. Spring Show and monitored pay claims by OPW
Engineers that had become the ‘marker’ grade for the
Land Commission grades. The first references to a claim
for a five-day week appear in 1961. The following year
saw an AGM discussion on the need to review (and justify) the work of the Land Commission.

This led the Branch to adopt a hostile attitude to the introduction of a new grade of Estate Officer into the Land
Commission.

It was considered that the Department of Finance was
hostile to the Commission and it was seen by some as a
‘luxury social service’ and ‘was kept in existence because
it had advantages as a political tool’. The Branch undertook its own review of the service and submitted a report
to their management side. This was timely as legislative
changes were being introduced and the inspectorate was

By 1967, the Branch was debating and taking a cautious
approach to whether the union should affiliate to the Irish
Congress of Trade Unions, while noting that their British
equivalent was affiliated to the TUC. The same year saw
the first attendance of a full-time union official at branch
events, Ralph Pares, the union’s new General Secretary.
The union conference approved affiliation to ICTU by 70
votes to 4 but the Land Commission Branch continued to
express reservations, fearing that other Congress affiliates
would be antagonistic to its points of view. By 1969 the
focus was on general improvements in pay, leave and other
conditions, mirroring developments in the wider national
economy.

These Branch minutes are an important record of the internal workings of the Land Commission and capture the
changing priorities and perspectives of the professional
staff in the service over a number of significant decades in
the history of the State. The Minutes, when read in conjunction with the Martin Maguire’s history of the overall
national union, the IPCS, confirms that national issues and
perspectives were echoed and reinforced at local level.
These valuable records are a good example of the type of
records that were accumulated in many union branches in
individual employments and highlight the need to preserve
these records for the benefit of students and labour and
social history as well as the history of specific employments and services.

Shay Cody
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