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Northern Ireland
Assembly

Monday 20 April 2015

The Assembly met at 12.00 noon (Mr Speaker in the Chair).

Members observed two minutes’ silence.

Assembly Business

Committee Membership

Mr Speaker: As with other similar motions, this is a
business motion and there will be no debate.

Resolved:

That Mr Gary Middleton be appointed as a member of
the Committee for Social Development. — [Mr Weir.]

Ministerial Statement

Enabling Success: Supporting the Transition
from Economic Inactivity to Employment

Dr Farry (The Minister for Employment and Learning):
With your permission, Mr Speaker, | wish to make a

joint statement on a new strategy to address economic
inactivity in Northern Ireland.

The Executive’s Programme for Government includes

a commitment for my Department and the Department

of Enterprise, Trade and Investment to develop and
implement a strategy to reduce economic inactivity through
skills, training, incentives and job creation. This joint
statement has been agreed with my partner in that regard,
the Minister of Enterprise, Trade and Investment.

To reflect the need to develop a holistic approach to
tackling economic inactivity, the strategy has also been
developed in close partnership with other Departments,
including, in particular, the Department for Social
Development, Invest Northern Ireland and the Department
of Health, Social Services and Public Safety. | would like to
take this opportunity to thank those Departments for their
valuable role in the development of the strategy and for
their continued cooperation as we move forward through
the implementation process.

| would also like to take the opportunity to thank the many
stakeholders for their invaluable insights and contributions
throughout the development of the strategy. The strategic
proposals were rigorously tested during the consultation
period by a wide range of stakeholders, and | am delighted
that a number of new innovative ideas and approaches
were identified through the consultation and have been
incorporated into the strategy.

Economic inactivity is a labour market classification
referring to individuals who are neither in work nor actively
seeking work. High rates of economic inactivity have been
a feature of the Northern Ireland economy for decades.
The current rate of economic inactivity in Northern Ireland
is 26-8%, which equates to approximately 312,000 adults
between the ages of 16 and 64 who are not engaged with
the labour market. This is the highest rate across all the
regions of the United Kingdom and compares to a UK
average of 22:1%. This level of economic inactivity has
been a persistent feature of our economy over the past 30
years, within the ranges of 26% to 32%, irrespective of the
changes in the economic cycle. | am sure that Members will
agree that the figures outline the stark scale of the problem.
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High levels of economic inactivity represent a major
structural problem in our economy, which, if unaddressed,
would limit our ability to develop and transform our
economic prospects. For that reason, our two Departments
have been leading, on behalf of the Executive, on the
development of a new strategy aimed at tackling economic
inactivity in Northern Ireland. It will be the only dedicated
government strategy in the UK at a national level aimed at
tackling economic inactivity.

The strategy has been informed by an extensive research,
development and consultation process, including a
baseline study of the profile of economic inactivity in
Northern Ireland; an independent literature review

carried out by Edinburgh Napier University; a strategic
framework document; a 12-week public consultation
exercise; engagement with the local business sector;
independent focus groups with people from a range of
economically inactive groups; regular engagement with
the Committee for Employment and Learning and the
Committee for Enterprise, Trade and Investment; and
regular engagement with the Executive subcommittee on
the economy, including its endorsement of a wide range of
strategic proposals that have been included in the strategy.
The outcomes from the comprehensive development
process informed a final strategy that was agreed by the
Executive on 16 April.

It may be helpful if | take some time to outline the key
elements of the strategy and how we plan to implement
them. The strategy makes a clear distinction between the
different categories of economic inactivity: from benign
forms of inactivity, such as students or early retirees,
through to other forms of inactivity, such as severe
health conditions or disabilities that cannot be addressed
through any government intervention. The focus of the
strategy is, therefore, on the forms of economic inactivity
that are caused when an individual’s particular personal
circumstances, often combined with various structural
issues, geographical nuances and economic conditions,
restrict their access to the labour market.

The strategy will focus on three key economically inactive
groups: people with work-limiting health conditions or
disabilities who are included within the wider long-term
sick and disabled category and who, with the right level
of support and reasonable accommodations from an
employer, should be able to work; and lone parents

and carers who are included within the wider family
commitments category, who are currently in receipt of out-
of-work benefits and would be better off in work but are
unable to make the transition due to a lack of appropriate
support or opportunities.

Recent social security statistics show that the total for
the three target groups is approximately 64,000, which
equates to approximately 40% of all social security
claimants in the economically inactive groups and
approximately 20% of the total working-age economic
inactivity figure in Northern Ireland. In saying that, we
fully recognise that not every person who falls into these
categories will be in a position to engage with the labour
market or will wish to do so. | think that it is, therefore,
important to highlight the person-centred ethos of the
strategy and to confirm that the strategy will be based
on voluntary participation. The strategy will be about
supporting people to make transitions when they opt to do
so. This is not about compulsion.

The strategy seeks, by 2030, to contribute towards a
stable and competitive employment rate in Northern
Ireland, which exceeds the UK average, through a
reduction in the proportion of the working-age population
classified as economically inactive. An interim strategic
goal of achieving an employment rate of more than

70% by 2020 has also been included in order to assess
the effectiveness of the strategy at a mid-point in the
implementation process.

To put this in context, the current employment rate in
Northern Ireland is 68-6% compared with a UK average
of 73-4%. Achieving that goal will, therefore, be hugely
challenging, but we are firmly of the opinion that we must
aspire to put Northern Ireland’s economic competitiveness
on a level footing with that of the rest of the UK. It is worth
stressing that our focus is on the overall employment

rate, as opposed to a stand-alone reduction in the
economic inactivity rate. We are not interested in reducing
economic inactivity simply through shifting people into

the unemployment category or by moving them from
unemployment into inactivity.

Whilst our future actions will take into account the
changing landscape arising from welfare reform, they are
not part of the current proposed changes to the welfare
reform system nor are they motivated by them. Rather, our
response is directed at addressing what has become a
long-term structural problem within our economy.

Successfully achieving the strategic goal will require

the fulfilment of three strategic objectives. The first is to
reduce by 2030, through transitions into employment, the
levels of economic inactivity due to work-limiting health
conditions or disabilities by a 25% reduction in the number
of people claiming employment and support allowance
within the work-related activity group against the 2015
baseline position. The second objective is to reduce by
2030, through transitions into employment, the levels of
economic inactivity due to family commitments through a
25% reduction in the number of lone parents and carers
claiming income support against the 2015 baseline
position. The third objective is to establish by March 2017
a robust baseline for the numbers of people moving from
work into economic inactivity due to health-related issues
and to reduce by 2030 the baseline figure by 20% through
a reduction in the number of new claims to relevant health-
related social security benefits.

It is recognised that any potential future changes to the
social security system in Northern Ireland may have
implications for these strategic objectives through the
scope, nature and claimant count of any new or revised
social security benefits. It is, therefore, proposed to review
and refresh the strategy on a regular basis to ensure that
any necessary changes are appropriately reflected.

The strategic approach is based on a model of holistic
intervention that is centred around six key themes.
Theme one is about improving engagement and support
by seeking to encourage and facilitate labour market
transitions and improving employment outcomes for
people in the target groups through an innovative
outcomes-focused competitive pilot testing model. Theme
two is about increasing employment opportunities and
seeking to stimulate job creation through the development
of a new model of incentives and supporting people in the
target groups to make the transition towards and into the
labour market. Theme three will address wider barriers
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by seeking to challenge and change societal attitudes
towards disadvantaged groups in the labour market and
by helping to improve employment outcomes for older
workers and people with mental health issues. Theme
four is about breaking the cycle of inactivity, and it seeks
to reduce future inflows to economic inactivity through
preventative interventions aimed at improving health
and work outcomes. It also seeks to promote positive
life choices amongst young people who are at risk of
disengaging with education, employment or training

and of potentially becoming economically inactive in the
future. Theme five relates to partnership, and strategic
management seeks to create effective management
structures to deliver, coordinate and monitor the
strategy’s implementation. Theme six is about improving
information, and it seeks to develop a robust information
base and effective data management systems to improve
the effective delivery and monitoring of the strategy’s
implementation and management.

Each of the six themes will be implemented through
a series of 11 projects delivered across a number of
Departments. | will now briefly outline the projects.

Project A is the co-design development of an outcomes
framework to inform and guide the pilot testing process.
DEL will take that project forward.

In project B, an innovative regime of competitive pilot
project testing using a pre-commercial procurement-based
model will be developed to allow a number of small-

scale initiatives to be tested for their potential to improve
outcomes for the target groups. Successful approaches
will be developed further and potentially upscaled. DEL
and DETI will take that project forward.

Through project C, a geographically focused control group
project will be developed, delivered and evaluated to
provide benchmarking data for the competitive pilot testing
phase. DSD will take that project forward.

Under project D, a new model of support and incentives will
be developed to encourage employers to hire and upskill
people from the target groups and to promote sustainable
employment. DEL will take that project forward.

12.15 pm

Under project E, new and improved measures will be putin
place to promote the financial advantages of employment,
raise awareness of transitional benefits protections and
better communicate the linking rules to reclaim benefits

to encourage labour market transitions among the target
groups. This project will be taken forward by DSD.

Through project F, new measures will be put in place to
address wider labour barriers faced by older workers.
These will include an age-positive public awareness
campaign to highlight the benefits of employing older
workers and promote age-positive recruitment practices.
This project will be taken forward by DEL.

Through project G, new measures will be put in place

to tackle mental health stigma in the workplace. These
will include a mental health promotion strategy aimed at
encouraging positive mental health through work and in
the workplace, as well as initiatives to support employers
to foster mental health friendly workplaces. This project
will be taken forward by DHSSPS.

Through project H, an expert panel will be appointed to
undertake a Northern Ireland scoping study of the health
and work recommendations from Dame Carol Black’s
report ‘Working for a healthier tomorrow’ and identify and
explore the feasibility of options to better integrate health
and work services in Northern Ireland. Again, this project
will be taken forward by DHSSPS.

Under project |, a series of regional younger people’s
advocates will be appointed to engage with young people
who are at risk of disengaging with education, employment
or training and potentially becoming economically inactive.
The advocates will help to inspire and support positive

life choices among the young people. This project will be
taken forward by DEL.

Project J will establish a strategic forum based on

a partnership comprising employers, the voluntary

and community sector, central and local government,

the health-care sector, relevant statutory and non-
departmental public bodies and expert advisers to provide
strategic oversight, leadership and guidance. This project
will be taken forward by DETI.

Under project K, a series of research projects will be
undertaken to identify new sources of data to inform
the implementation process and accurately monitor
the progress of the target groups towards and into
employment, in line with the strategic objectives. This
project will be taken forward by DEL and DSD.

The strategy has been developed in the context of
constrained public expenditure. For that reason, a number

of projects will initially be piloted to ensure that effective
solutions are identified prior to the upscaling of investment. A
number of other projects will initially focus on feasibility and
scoping exercises to provide modelling to inform the viability,
cost and benefits of implementation. Additional resources
will have to be identified across Departments to ensure the
successful implementation of the strategy going forward.

The development of a strategy to underpin these efforts is
an unprecedented action by the Executive, and | cannot
overemphasise that there is no quick-fix solution. Efforts to
address the multitude of complex factors and barriers that
fuel the high rate of economic inactivity in Northern Ireland
must be not only innovative but incrementally progressive
to ensure that sustainable results are achieved.

We have a duty to do everything we can to help and
support people to meet their full potential for the benefit
of the individual through the positive factors associated
with sustained employment and for the benefit of Northern
Ireland in the economic and social advantages of having a
more buoyant and competitive labour market.

Sustainable results cannot be delivered by government
alone. We must coordinate the efforts of all key sectors
and stakeholders to maximise the outcomes for those
most in need of our support. In doing so, | am hopeful that
the strategy will provide a long-term framework for greater
economic participation in Northern Ireland. The challenge
now is one of delivery. Through collaboration and
partnerships, we are confident that sustainable change
can be achieved.

Mr Swann (The Chairperson of the Committee for
Employment and Learning): | thank the Minister for
his statement, which outlines three target groups, three
strategic objectives, six themes and 11 projects, with an
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interim strategic goal of an employment rate of 70% by
2020. That is an additional 18,000 jobs over the next five
years. Is that the limit of the ambition of this strategy?

The strategy recognises overall job creation as critical but
we cannot move people into jobs that are not there. What
resources have already been assigned by the Executive to
this strategy?

Dr Farry: | thank the Chair of my Committee for his
comments. Again, | stress that this is a strategy that will
be reported in greater detail to both of the Committees
scrutinising the two lead Departments.

| stress to the Member and the House the unprecedented
nature of the undertaking that we are making. This has
been a problem in Northern Ireland for the best part of 30
years. It has defied the ups and downs of the economic
cycle, so we know that it is a structural problem within our
economy, but it is also one that we have to address if we
are to make the most of the people whom we are there to
serve and the wider economy.

We also have to recognise that this is the first time there
has been anything like this in any jurisdiction in these
islands. This is innovative policymaking in its rawest sense.
This is a great advertisement for the benefits of devolution:
this would not be happening if we did not have a devolved
Executive and Assembly that have the interests of the
economy at heart and have the means to take forward
innovative strategies.

In saying all that, we recognise that this is not going to

be easy. This is an inescapable pressure that we have a
fundamental duty to address. It is going to take a lot of
work from a lot of the people, in government and beyond
government, to achieve the targets that we are setting. We
believe that the targets, contrary to what the Chair said, are
incredibly ambitious. We are seeking to get above 70% by
2020 and to get above the UK average, which is 73%, by
2030. Even achieving a 1% move will be incredibly difficult.
To put it in context, achieving the target by 2020 will involve
the creation of about 58,000 jobs, and potentially 115,000
new jobs will be needed to get to the 2030 target.

Of course, this strategy should not be viewed in isolation
of other efforts that the Executive have taken forward to
address the economy. There are many other good things
that we are doing. The Member will be well aware of the
record results that Invest Northern Ireland had last year.
We are aware of the efforts that are being made to attract
a lower level of corporation tax to Northern Ireland and
the jobs potential that will flow from that. So, with all the
levers being geared towards improving the economy, it is
also important that, within that context, we have specific
measures to address the barriers faced by those who are
economically inactive. It is in that context that this strategy
is most relevant.

Mr Buchanan: | thank the Minister for his statement. How
do you intend to encourage voluntary participation within
the target groups? With regard to 2030 being the chosen
target date set for measuring the success of the strategic
objectives, should there not be a secondary, interim goal
to measure the effectiveness of the objectives, for instance
around 20257

Dr Farry: | thank the Member for his comments. He will be
aware that we have set an interim target in relation to 2020
of having 70%. It is the clear intention that this strategy will

be refreshed on several occasions as we move towards
2030, and | have no doubt that a further interim target

of 2025 will be considered as part of that process. It will
involve a lot of work and mobilisation of people to achieve
those targets.

It is also worth stressing that the European Commission
has a target of achieving 75% economic participation by
2020, so we are part of a wider movement across the
European Union to improve participation. In that context,
we can take some degree of comfort in that, while we
see some very high performing economies, particularly
in northern Europe, there are many other economies

in southern and eastern Europe where the economic
participation level is lower than that in Northern Ireland.
This is a phenomenon that is a problem elsewhere, and
we can derive lessons from that, but there are, no doubt,
some very particular circumstances in Northern Ireland
that we need to be very mindful of. Again, the strategy is
here to address those.

Ms McGahan: Go raibh maith agat. | welcome the
Minister’s statement. Does the Minister agree that the key
to overcoming barriers for lone parents and others is the
provision of affordable and accessible childcare? Will the
Minister outline what steps he is taking to address that?
Can he also advise whether the general policy has been
rural proofed?

Dr Farry: Let me say two things on that. First of all, the
childcare strategy is the responsibility of OFMDFM.
Nonetheless, there will be read across with what we are
doing. With the competitive piloting process, we will be
looking for projects coming forward, and, as we seek to
address issues about those with family commitments being
excluded from the labour market, childcare will be a key
focus. | have no doubt that projects will come forward,

and the whole nature of the competitive piloting is to try as
many things as possible to ensure that that is the case.

The Member also referred to the urban/rural split, and |
can reassure her about that. We are not suggesting a one-
size-fits-all approach across Northern Ireland or, indeed,
one that derives from an urban perspective. It is a bottom-
up focus. We know that that is the way that this will be
most effective, so we will seek a range of projects coming
forward, and | have no doubt that a good balance of those
projects will come from rural communities as much as from
urban areas. As the Member well knows, there are major
differences in the barriers that people will face.

| apologise to Mr Buchanan because he referred to
voluntary participation and how we encourage that. We
accept that a large number of people who are economically
inactive will not be able to engage in the labour market.
That is accepted and acknowledged. However, the strategy
is based on the presumption that there are people who
want to engage in the world of work but that there are
barriers that prevent them from doing so. As the Member
outlined, childcare is a key example. We are trying to
enable people to take that step into the world of work,
which is not only more productive for them and their self-
esteem but better for the economy. We have to address the
reasons why they are not able to make that leap.

Mr McGlone: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle.
Gabhaim buiochas leis an Aire as a raiteas. | thank the
Minister for his statement. In setting the strategic targets
for the objectives, will he advise what work has been
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undertaken by both Departments to ensure that these are
realistic and achievable? | will pick up on Ms McGahan’s
point about trying to bring carers back into work, and many
already appreciate that those carers have substantial

and significant duties. What work has been done in
consultation with the likes of Carers NI and representative
bodies to establish what support mechanisms could be
put in place to facilitate the transition to the acquisition of
additional skills?

Dr Farry: | thank the Member for his questions and
acknowledge his role as the Chair of the Committee

for Enterprise, Trade and Investment and his particular
responsibilities in this regard. The targets are not only
ambitious but realistic. They are within reach and are based
on benchmarking against what is happening elsewhere

in these islands. We know that, if we are able to address
barriers that are perhaps particular to Northern Ireland, we
should be in a situation in which we can be on a par with or,
indeed, exceeding what is happening in other jurisdictions.

This process has been devised through significant
engagement with stakeholders, including a public
consultation, and carers have had an opportunity to be
part of that process. That is not the end of the engagement
with stakeholders, and, if anything, we will now be
changing gears. As we take the projects forward, we want
to engage with those who have the most direct say in how
we design the process by which we can overcome the
barriers. For an organisation such as Carers NI, there may
be opportunities with the competitive piloting process on
devising projects. There may be opportunities to influence
the strategic forum that will be put in place to monitor the
delivery and to speak up and identify particular challenges
that are being faced.

(Mr Deputy Speaker [Mr Dallat] in the Chair)

This is not about compulsion. We are not trying to force
people who have caring responsibilities into the world of
work. We are trying to address a situation in which those
with caring responsibilities who may feel trapped are
empowered to engage in work. That may be part-time

or full-time work, but such people can have a different
balance if they choose so or if they feel that they are being
impeded by artificial barriers elsewhere in our policies and
practices that are holding them back.

Ms Lo: | certainly welcome the Minister’s statement. As he
said, economic inactivity is not only a long-term problem
for Northern Ireland but a very complex societal matter.

The Minister said that a kind of bottom-up approach would
be taken. Apart from being involved in the strategic forum,
what will the community and voluntary sector’s involvement
or role be in the implementation of the strategy?

12.30 pm

Dr Farry: | thank the Member for her comments.
Specifically on the community and voluntary sector, | can
say that, particularly at this time, there is the impression
that government and the community and voluntary sector
are pushing and pulling in different directions, particularly
on funding. Right across the Executive, that is not the
message that we want to get out. The community and
voluntary sector is a critical partner in the delivery of a
range of services and in providing advice to government. |

see a strong role for the community and voluntary sector,
particularly in the delivery of the strategy.

The Member mentioned the strategic forum, which is

one immediate opportunity. A lot of the different types

of interventions will have to be devised in a community
setting, and that is why the process of competitive piloting
is so critical. In due course, we expect to see calls for bids
coming in from different actors in Northern Ireland, and
there will be opportunities for the community and voluntary
sector to make bids as part of that process in order to take
forward, on a pilot basis, different types of interventions to
see what works and what does not. Government will then
seek to upscale the types of interventions that have been
proven to be most successful.

Mr Campbell: The Minister said that there was no quick-
fix solution and that, over the past 30 years, economic
inactivity had remained very high. What will he do about
ongoing monitoring, especially of those very hard-to-
reach communities where economic inactivity has been
even higher than the average higher-than-normal rates
throughout Northern Ireland?

Dr Farry: The Member is right to stress two points, the
first of which is the importance of ongoing scrutiny and
management. A number of the projects are very much
geared towards those objectives, including ongoing data
collection to assess how we are doing. He is also right to
make the point that there are significant variations in levels
of economic inactivity across Northern Ireland, and that is
immediately stark, even at district council or parliamentary
constituency level. If you drill beneath that, the figures may
well be even starker. There are pockets in Northern Ireland
where, if you combine economic inactivity levels with levels
of unemployment, approximately one in two adults is not
part of the labour market. That is a really shocking reality
that we have to address.

The achievement of the objectives that we are setting in
the strategy cannot be realised simply by going through
the easier-to-reach groups and ticking boxes. If we are to
make a lasting difference to people and communities, we
have to ensure that the range of projects and interventions
runs across the board and that we have particular
sensitivity to ensuring that we reach the hardest-to-reach
groups, who, at the same time, want to engage in the world
of work.

Mr F McCann: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. | thank the Minister for his statement. Any
strategy to deal with the chronic unemployment that many
of our communities face must be welcomed.

Theme 3 speaks about “Addressing wider barriers” and seeks
to challenge and change societal attitudes to disadvantaged
groups, especially older workers and people with mental
health issues. That is something that people have been trying
to get their head around for many years. Can the Minister say
how he intends to do that and tell us what resources will be
brought to this most crucial of problems?

Dr Farry: The Member is right to highlight the issue. Far
too easily, we tend to write people off, whether they are
older workers, people who have been made redundant in
their late 40s or early 50s — we say, “Well, that’s them”
— or those with mental health issues. Many people,
particularly those with a mental health condition or other
disability, are not restricted from engaging in the world of
work, particularly if the relevant support and interventions
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are put in place to allow that to happen. That is why

the project is so important to seeking to address those
barriers. The Department of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety, for example, has specific responsibilities,
particularly for mental health and disability issues, but all
of us can be champions in changing the attitudes both of
the companies receiving the workers and of the workers
themselves, so that they have the self-esteem and self-
confidence that they are worthwhile and able to make a
competitive contribution in the labour market.

The Member also makes reference to resources, which —
| have to be straight with the Member — are an ongoing
challenge. The Member, like others, is fully aware of the
very tight public expenditure context in which we find
ourselves. There has been a successful bid to the change
fund, which is a central Executive pot of money managed
by DSD, that will allow us to take forward the control
project. | will see what resource | can find in my existing
budget to allow my DEL responsibilities to be taken
forward during the year, and other Ministers may approach
it in a similar light. Equally, we may need to look to
monitoring round bids for specific programmes to allow us
to begin implementation of the strategy. | suggest that the
bigger pressure point will come in the next financial year,
2016-17. We will have to ensure as we strike the budget
for that year that we mainstream the funds necessary.
Ultimately, investment in this regard will create a return for
individuals, society and the economy as a whole. Itis a
worthwhile investment.

Mr Anderson: | thank the Minister for his detailed
statement. | note that the strategy is not just focused

on shifting people from unemployment to economic
inactivity; it is stand-alone. It is good that we are not just
trying to shift people about to suit certain numbers. The
Department has responsibility for project D: under any new
model, what support can the Minister give to employers
and small businesses to encourage them to hire and
upskill the groups mentioned in the statement? What can
his Department do in the future that it is not doing now?

Dr Farry: | thank the Member for his comments. First of
all, he is right that this is not about shifting people from one
form of labour market classification to another but looking
at the employment rate. To crystallise this, a lot of people
criticise the Conservative Government in the 1980s, when
they had huge difficulties with unemployment, for simply
shifting people off the unemployment rolls into economic
inactivity, as opposed to getting them back to work. In that
way, the figures were perceived to have been somewhat
rigged. Itis clear that, as an Executive, we want to be
straight with people. This is about the employment rate;
that is the way we measure the success of the strategy.
Simply moving people from unemployment to economic
inactivity or from one category of exclusion from the labour
market to another is not addressing the problem.

In project D, which falls to my Department, there is a mix
of interventions to encourage companies to take on people
who are economically inactive. One potential means is

to expand the use of social clauses into new territory. In
the main, however, it will be a combination of investing in
skills and financial incentives, and | suggest that one will
not be successful without the other. Employers will not hire
someone simply on the basis of a wage incentive; they
have to know that the person has the skills and capacity to
do the job. But employers are maybe prone not to take a

risk with someone who is economically inactive, and that
is where a wage subsidy becomes relevant. Obviously,
wage subsidies carry a significant cost to the public
purse. We have used them, most recently to tackle youth
unemployment as part of the youth employment scheme,
and they have been successful in getting young people
between 18 and 24 into the world of work. An extension of
that type of model to those who are economically inactive
can be considered as part of the delivery of project D.

Mr Ramsey: | warmly welcome the statement to the House
today. | thank Minister Foster and you for responding by
bringing forward the strategy. | saw, from the meeting that

| attended along with key stakeholders representing Derry
and Strabane, the importance of a programme of this nature.

Given the much higher levels of economic inactivity and

higher levels of apathy and low morale in the north-west,
will the Minister outline to the House when he expects to
see the programme up and running and operating there?

Dr Farry: | thank the Member for his comments. Again,
this is an Executive strategy that is a product of many
hands. It has been taken forward by Minister Foster and
me in partnership, and it is a classic example of how the
Executive can work in a collaborative manner to produce
outcomes for the people of Northern Ireland. Delivery now
falls to a range of Departments, as well.

The project that the Member referred to is essentially

our control project. That will be taken forward by the
Department for Social Development, and it has been the
subject of a successful bid to the Executive’s part of the
budget via the change fund. It is for Minister Storey to
take forward that project in detail. | know that he is very
conscious of that and, in doing that, will want to be very
mindful of the areas in Northern Ireland where economic
inactivity is most acute. The Member mentioned the north-
west, and a delegation from the Derry area had a meeting
with a number of Ministers to make that point and to work
up a detailed proposal.

There will need to be further co-design work with the
relevant people to take that project forward, but it is
my understanding that that initial control project should
run from the autumn to March 2016. We will then see
a mainstream competitive piloting process being taken
forward during the 2016-17 financial year.

Mr Allister: After the Executive have been in charge for
eight years, the Minister now tells us that we are going to
have a holistic approach to tackling the blight of economic
inactivity. Minister, you know that it is not holistic. There

is nothing in the strategy to incentivise the work-shy into
work, because of the block on welfare reform. Therefore,
itis a limp proposal. Do you agree that one hand has
been tied behind your back by the block on welfare
reform, whereas we have heard reports from GB of tens of
thousands of people being moved from benefits into work
through welfare reform?

Dr Farry: | want to say a number of things to Mr Allister.
He may wish to say that we have had devolution for eight
years and that we are only now getting this. However,
we have it, and this is the first time that any region in

the UK has sought to undertake such an undertaking. |
am not aware of any comments from Mr Allister over the
intervening eight years demanding that the Executive
should produce such a strategy. Indeed, Executive
Ministers determined that it was a priority, and it was
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inserted into the Programme for Government to recognise
its importance.

The second thing that | would say is that | do not think that
it is helpful or accurate to use the term “work-shy” to refer to
those who are economically inactive. | and my colleagues
are working on the basis that there are people in our
society who want to work but who are being held back by
various barriers or stigmas that prevent them from doing
so. This strategy is quite clearly based around empowering
people to go back into work. It is not about compulsion.

This is not linked to welfare reform. If welfare reform had
not been devised by the outgoing coalition Government,
we would still have regarded economic inactivity as

a major structural problem within Northern Ireland’s
economy, and the Executive would have sought to address
it. Welfare reform is obviously part of the landscape out
there that the strategy will need to take into account when
it is being delivered, but it stands on its own merits and is
not based on compulsion. It is about empowering people to
make choices for them that create better opportunities and
self-esteem and produce better outcomes for our economy
in terms of increased economic participation.

Ms Sugden: | thank both Ministers for their very ambitious
statement. However, moving forward, | would like to see
some more specific SMART objectives, particularly in
relation to the projects, so that the statement is more about
substance than fancy words.

| suppose that Mr McCann alluded to it earlier, but it would
be irresponsible of both Departments to announce such

an endeavour unless some money is available. Will the
Minister give me some examples of what funding is already
under his power?

12.45 pm

Dr Farry: First, as we develop the different projects — as
we have outlined, there are 10 different projects that will
be taken forward by different lead Departments — they
will have their own delivery targets. There will be senior
responsible officers in the relevant Departments who will
be responsible for the delivery of each of those projects.
Again, they will be scrutinised through the various existing
government scrutiny techniques to ensure that delivery is
taking place.

We are not running away from the difficulties that exist

in relation to resources. Nonetheless, it is important that
we put the strategy in place. There are elements that

we can begin to implement readily without a massive
injection of resources. In due course, we will need to look
for resources to be made available. | have identified the
monitoring rounds and, perhaps, on a more sustainable
basis, the budget for the year after this one for mainstream
delivery of the project. To be very clear: this is an Executive
Programme for Government commitment; it is not a tick-
box exercise of publishing a strategy to sit on a shelf. We
are setting ourselves some very ambitious targets. Having
done that, we have to ensure that we provide the resources
that will enable us to meet those targets; otherwise we will
leave ourselves exposed to criticism.

Today, however, let us acknowledge that we have taken
the step of publishing the strategy. | stress again that
this is the first time that this has occurred anywhere

in these islands; this is a new departure and we are in
unknown territory. There will be ups and downs in the

upcoming years; this will not be easy, but we know that
it is inescapable. We cannot have an economy with an

economic inactivity level of around 27%; it is simply not
sustainable. We simply have to address the problem.
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Public Services Ombudsperson Bill:
First Stage

Mr Lyttle (The Deputy Chairperson of the Committee
for the Office of the First Minister and deputy

First Minister): | beg to introduce the Public Services
Ombudsperson Bill [NIA 47/11-16], which is a Bill to
establish and make provision about the office of the
Northern Ireland Public Services Ombudsperson; to
abolish the offices of the Northern Ireland Commissioner
for Complaints and the Assembly Ombudsman for
Northern Ireland; to provide that the Northern Ireland
Public Services Ombudsperson is, by virtue of holding
that office, the Northern Ireland Judicial Appointments
Ombudsman; and for connected purposes.

Bill passed First Stage and ordered to be printed.

Special Educational Needs and Disability
Bill: Extension of Committee Stage

Miss M Mcllveen (The Chairperson of the Committee
for Education): | beg to move

That, in accordance with Standing Order 33(4), the
period referred to in Standing Order 33(2) be extended
to 13 November 2015, in relation to the Committee
Stage of the Special Educational Needs and Disability
Bill [NIA 46/11-16].

The Special Educational Needs and Disability Bill passed
its Second Stage on 10 March 2015. As part of the
Committee Stage, the Committee for Education has sought
written responses. The Committee expects to begin oral
evidence sessions involving key stakeholder organisations
shortly. The Bill is reasonably short, but the provisions are
complex and quite involved. In order to allow sufficient time
to consider the evidence and anticipated amendments,

the Committee is seeking an extension to the Bill’s
Committee Stage. | assure the House that the Committee
will endeavour to conclude its work well in advance of the
proposed extended deadline. On behalf of the Committee,
| ask the House to support the extension of the Committee
Stage of the Special Educational Needs and Disability Bill
until 13 November 2015.

Question put and agreed to.
Resolved:

That, in accordance with Standing Order 33(4), the
period referred to in Standing Order 33(2) be extended
to 13 November 2015, in relation to the Committee
Stage of the Special Educational Needs and Disability
Bill [NIA 46/11-16].

Department of Education Retention and
Disposal Schedule for Employee Records:
Prayer of Annulment

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Dallat): | wish to inform the
House that the Chairperson of the Committee for
Education has written to the Speaker’s Office to advise
that the Committee has agreed not to move the motion. |
call Miss Mcllveen to confirm that the motion is not moved.

The following motion stood in the Order Paper:

That this Assembly requires the preservation of
medical records of those exposed to a substance
hazardous to health listed for disposal in the
Department of Education retention and disposal
schedule for employee records laid in the Assembly
on 25 February 2015. — [Miss M Mcllveen (The
Chairperson of the Committee for Education).]

Motion not moved.
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Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Dallat): The Business Committee
has agreed to allow up to one hour and 30 minutes for the
debate. The proposer of the motion will have 10 minutes

to propose and 10 minutes to make a winding-up speech.
One amendment has been selected and is published on
the Marshalled List. The proposer of the amendment will
have 10 minutes to propose and five minutes to make a
winding-up speech. All other Members who wish to speak
will have five minutes.

Mr Bell: | beg to move

That this Assembly expresses its concern at the
continuing high levels of fuel laundering, the organised
criminal activity surrounding it and the evident lack
of criminal prosecutions; notes the environmental
damage caused to the countryside; recognises the
financial losses suffered by Her Majesty’s Treasury
and legitimate fuel operators and the consequential
serious implications for the local economy; and calls
on the Minister of Justice to ensure action is taken at
every operational level to secure greater numbers of
prosecutions for this serious crime.

The nefarious criminal activity of those who engage in
fuel laundering has consequences for each and every
person in Northern Ireland, yet, up to now, there has been
a lamentable failure to adequately tackle the problem. The
scale of the situation is probably best summarised by the
estimate of just how much illegal fuel there is in Northern
Ireland. By a conservative estimate, it stands at 12% to
13% of the total. Thirteen litres out of every 100 litres of
fuel in Northern Ireland is believed to be illegal. | compare
that to the other parts of the United Kingdom, where the
figure stands at 2% falling into that category.

Those are shocking figures, by any stretch of the
imagination, but especially so when one takes a moment
to consider how much tax and duty has been avoided.
One reasonable estimate of the figures suggests that £80
million is lost annually. Many others that | have spoken to
in the field — and | have spoken to academics, businesses
and the people who are selling fuel legitimately — tell me
that the true figure is much higher than that.

On 31 January 2013, the BBC reported that no one had
been subject to a custodial sentence for engaging in fuel
laundering in Northern Ireland. That revelation was made
following the discovery of a fuel laundering plant in County
Armagh that was capable of producing 25 million litres

of laundered fuel, helping those responsible to avoid £18
million in tax and duty in one single 12-month period.

So allowing for a starting salary of teachers and nurses

of somewhere in the region of just over £21,000 a year,
this one fuel laundering operation alone could pay for 857
new nurses in our local health service. With £18 million,
we could employ somewhere in the region of an additional
817 new teachers. | am seeing what somewhere in the
region of a quarter of that could do to improve literacy and
numeracy in our primary sector and the GCSE sector. Can
you imagine what we could do with 817 new teachers?
These are the proceeds of just one plant over the period of
one year. The people responsible for this theft are inflicting

real and lasting damage upon all our public services by
their actions.

Their selfishness is not confined to merely taking money
out of the economy and public services. The criminals
responsible for these crimes have no compunctions or
scruples about poisoning the environment and the people
who live near their illegal operations. Fuel laundering is

a dirty business. The toxic waste and other dangerous
by-products of the process of fuel laundering are immense.
The disposal of such dangerous substances is extremely
hazardous for the people who come into contact with
them. Fuel launderers put their own health at risk. That,
for criminals, is a matter for themselves, but we should

all be concerned that public services, our firemen and
firewomen, our policemen and policewomen and our DOE
staff are being put in harm’s way by the fuel laundering
gangs’ illegal actions. Given the dangerous nature of the
substances associated with fuel laundering, it defies belief
that any person would choose to casually dump these
products into a water supply or to leave them abandoned
in places that the public use, such as forest walks and
nature trails. Yet that is precisely what is happening on a
day and daily basis.

On 22 February this year, the ‘Sunday Independent’
carried a story about the criminal activities of the
republican movement in the south Armagh, Louth and
Monaghan areas. The paper showed that four 1,000-litre
containers of poison, the by-product of fuel laundering,
were dumped in a drain that feeds directly into Lough
Ross, which supplies the drinking water for the entirety of
Dundalk and parts of south Armagh. Let me quote what
the newspaper article said:

“However, sources in south Armagh — speaking on
strict conditions of anonymity — said that they believe
both the Irish and British governments are turning a
‘blind eye’ to the lethal trade in fuel laundering.”

One source said:

“There’s been stuff dumped there for years. It’s the
same all round here. People have complained but
nothing happens.”

They said that the council come and look at it and do
nothing. They continued:

“It’s running straight into the lough and that’s the
drinking water for Dundalk and Crossmaglen. The
pumping station for the water to Cross[maglen] is just
around the shore of the lough from that place. They’re
poisoning their own people.”

Mr McGlone: | thank the Member for giving way. Will he
accept that a sample that the ‘Sunday Independent’ took
and that City Analysts of Dublin tested showed that the
water was 400 times over the EU toxicity limits for waste
water, never mind drinking water?

Mr Bell: | take that point, which realises starkly the level of
toxicity and poisoning of people.

| hope that all of us across the House make absolutely
clear that anyone with information about this criminal
activity should come forward and share it with the police
on either side of the border. We welcome the National
Crime Agency’s involvement in tackling these criminal
gangs. We want everyone to make clear that people
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should be free to give this information without fear

of retaliation to themselves, their businesses or their
property. A full and unambiguous statement is all that will
suffice. There has been some action from the Department
of Justice on the issue, and | welcome that.

1.00 pm

However, | think that most people who have looked at the
situation agree that, so far, the fight is not being won by
the legitimate forces of law and order. Rather, as we sit
here today, the gangsters have the upper hand. Measures
designed to go after the distributors of illegal fuels are fine
insofar as they go, but people want to see the problem
tackled at source. Measures such as the introduction of

a new fuel marker that is harder to wash out, which was
announced by the Government in February last year, are
welcome. However, as | have communicated directly to the
British Government, | have been contacted by businesses
that indicate that they have a superior marker. The best
marker should be used. | have also been contacted by
leading academics, sat with them and discussed it. It is
not good enough to have a marker that can be washed out
by anybody with basic GCSE chemistry skills. That is not
good enough.

Mr Ross: | thank the Member for highlighting the specific
issue of the marker. Is he also concerned that the marker
that the Government seem to favour is not available for
roadside testing, which is one of the clear ways in which
we can discover how this type of fuel is moved around
Northern Ireland?

Mr Bell: | take that on board and | serve notice on the
British Government, the Department of Justice and

all in the Police Service of Northern Ireland who have
responsibility for this that we must use the best product.
If there is a superior product that will make it more
difficult for the gangsters, the case for using it should be
unassailable. No longer can a blind eye be turned. It is
time for resolve to tackle this problem once and for all.

The longer this activity is allowed to continue, the more
devastating the cumulative impact will be on our public
services, which are robbed of much-needed investment,
and an environment that is being poisoned by those
responsible. It also speaks directly to the heart of public
confidence in the apparatus of justice in this country.

We know what the situation is and we want to put these
criminals out of business permanently. Many people

ask us, “What are you doing about it?” It is true that we
should be doing more and need to do more. However, |
also ask them back, “What are you doing about it?” If you
are buying illegal laundered fuel, you are depriving your
children and the health service and you are poisoning your
environment. It is not a cost-free option. | hope that all
parties support the motion and send a clear message to
the criminal gangs that their time is up.

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Dallat): The Member’s time is
also up.

Mr Attwood: | beg to move the following amendment:
Insert after “economy;”

“further notes that legislation extending the role of

the National Crime Agency in Northern Ireland has
completed its passage at Westminster and that the
National Crime Agency must now demonstrate that

it will deploy its full powers and resources against
any and all persons or organisations involved in fuel
laundering and other organised crime,”.

| welcome the motion and the fact that the legislation
giving further powers to the NCA in Northern Ireland has
passed all its Westminster stages. As a consequence

of that, and because of this debate and the profile of all
these issues, you would like to think that all the relevant
authorities, North and South, will now apply their minds
with greater effort to dealing with the issue of organised
crime, including fuel laundering.

Through the negotiations on the NCA, the SDLP
achieved Patten thresholds of accountability. In all those
negotiations and since, we have said to all the relevant
agencies, including the NCA, that they now have to
demonstrate, decisively and unambiguously, that no
individual or organisation is off-limits, protected or receives
a light touch when it comes to organised crime on the
island of Ireland. Having achieved Patten thresholds of
accountability when it came to the NCA, we challenged
it and the other authorities, because you begin to wonder
what is actually going on.

The date of 5 November 2014 tells the tale. That was when
the biggest diesel laundering operation ever found in these
islands was discovered in south Armagh. It had been in
existence for a year. HMRC removed 50 tons of waste.

It was capable of producing 20 million litres of illicit fuel

a year. The public purse had to clean it up. One person
was arrested from that fuel laundering operation in south
Armagh that had been going on for a year. On the same
day, in County Monaghan, another plant, with the capacity
to launder dyes out of about 20 million litres of oil every
year, was closed down. In the spring of 2013, on the edge
of the River Faughan, a mile or two from the River Foyle
outside Derry, the single biggest illegal waste dump ever
found in these islands was discovered, in respect of which
three people are before the courts. It is estimated in court
papers that £40 million or more of money and illegal assets
were secured by those who have been alleged responsible
for that offence.

The issue that arises from all that is this: when it came

to the biggest illegal waste dump ever, which was found
two miles outside Derry, the police did not know anything
about it; the Serious Organised Crime Agency did not
anything about it; and the Organised Crime Task Force,
which is chaired by the Minister, did not know anything
about it. Nobody, it seems, knew anything at all about the
single biggest illegal waste dump ever found in the history
of these islands. We, on these Benches, do not believe
that nobody in any of the relevant agencies — intelligence,
policing, security, crime and the DOE — could not have
known something about what was happening on the edge
of the city of Derry.

| hope that all Members will support the amendment. It will
demonstrate that they are unambiguously opposed to what
happened outside Derry and what is happening in south
Armagh. Some people, since the decision on the NCA, are
still fence-sitting, to put it at its mildest, when it comes to
the issue of organised crime and the tackling of it on the
island of Ireland. We have proposed our amendment to
say to all the relevant authorities that, now that we have
Patten thresholds of accountability when it comes to the
NCA in its operations in Northern Ireland, the NCA has
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to demonstrate, be it about a waste dump up in Derry or

a fuel plant in south Armagh, on the far side of the border
or the many others that exist and have existed across
Northern Ireland, that it will unambiguously face down any
individual or organisation and ensure that nobody is off
limits or enjoys a light touch.

In making that argument, we also have to box clever and
think laterally when it comes to the issue of organised
crime on the island of Ireland. Individuals, parties and
organisations must face it down. Information must be
shared in an increasing way with the population, so that
they are aware of what has happened and, critically, give
information and intelligence to the authorities in order to
face down those responsible. We need to learn from the
assets regime in the South, where they have integrated
the work of assets in a way that sees their assets agency
having seconded into it members of the guards, the
revenue commissioners and the Department of Social
Protection. It is a completely independent statutory
organisation. A joined-up approach in the NCA and the
other organisations is essential. | ask the Minister to
confirm whether, even now, there is a dedicated waste
subgroup of the Organised Crime Task Force in order to
recognise the profile and threat of environmental crime
on the island of Ireland. The last time that he spoke about
this in the Assembly, that had not been established. We
have to ensure that individuals who are pursued by the
crime agencies, North and South, are not allowed to enter
into private deals with the state, that are approved by the
courts, in respect of some of their assets.

There has to be a public profile around all of this. The
evidence is that 95% of the cases that go through the
assets agency in the North are dealt with in a secret,
private arrangement with no public awareness or publicity.
All of that has to be consistent with civil liberty and due
process protections. We need to recognise that, in addition
to fuel laundering, illegal alcohol and the illegal importation
of cigarettes need dedicated action.

At the same time, we appeal to the courts and to the Lord
Chief Justice, Sir Declan Morgan, who has a particular
interest in and commitment to dealing with waste crime,
to introduce sentencing guidelines that see those who
are culpable and responsible for crime, organised crime
and waste crime on the island of Ireland face the stiffest
penalties rather than our ending up with what happened
when | was Minister of the Environment. A case was
brought before the courts, and a proceeds of crime order
was made of nearly £120,000, which was significant at
the time. Those responsible handed that money over
through their lawyers that afternoon, basically sending the
message to the DOE and to government that this was a
minor business cost for which a cheque could be written
over a lunch break and handed to the state. We need to
ensure that sentencing guidelines are laid down that say
to those who are responsible that they will face the full
weight and rigour of the law, with maximum not minimum
penalties being imposed.

| will conclude by making this appeal again. What
happened in Derry was an indictment of all the relevant
agencies. There is no way that that environmental crime
should not have been known to the authorities of the
state. Be it within government or outside government, be
it the police or criminal assets agencies, it should have
been known about. In our view, there must have been

intelligence that made it known to somebody somewhere,
yet it was allowed to happen. Questions linger about how it
was allowed to happen. The NCA and the other agencies
must now demonstrate that nobody involved in that sort

of activity — no one person, no organisation — whatever
their background, their past or the character of their
organisation is off limits.

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Dallat): The Member’s time is up.

Mr Lynch: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann Comhairle.
From the outset, | condemn the illegal activity of

diesel laundering. It is a scourge and a blight on local
communities and the environment in which the toxic
sludge is dumped. | agree with much of what was said by
the first Member who spoke. Our representatives have
been standing up to the organised crime that is termed
fuel laundering. The people operating the fuel plants are
criminals. They have no respect for the environment,

as they discard their poisonous waste throughout the
countryside. The victims of their actions are their own
communities and relatives —

Mr Beggs: Will the Member give way?
Mr Lynch: Yes.

Mr Beggs: The Member said that his colleagues had been
standing up against this: have they been giving information
and intelligence to the police and telling them where and
when this activity is happening to help them to track down
those responsible, many of whom will be former associates
in the Provisional IRA, so that this is brought to an end for
the benefit of the entire community?

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Dallat): The Member has an
additional minute.

Mr Lynch: They have not got anywhere, and | will address
your issue later in my speech.

The cost of the recovery and disposal of toxic sludge

is high. My colleague Megan Fearon recently called for
increased funding for the NIEA so that it can continue to
clear diesel waste. The Environment Agency has claimed
that it has run out of money to clear the waste. Money
needs to be found if we are to safeguard the environment.

The republican movement was mentioned in some earlier
comments, but the reality is that some of the most senior
republicans and Sinn Féin elected representatives,
including Conor Murphy and Mickey Brady, have been
standing up to organised crime regardless of its form.
Every effort should be made to ensure that support is
given to policing authorities on both sides of the border to
stamp out fuel laundering, given the damage that it does
to communities. As someone who comes from a border
community, | can say for certain that there is no support
for this activity. It is imperative that there is a close working
relationship between the PSNI and an Garda Siochana

in investigating fuel laundering. The fact that there have
been no, or very few, prosecutions is disappointing. If that
continues, confidence in policing will be more difficult to
achieve in those areas.

115 pm

Immediate investment in policing and customs is one
solution to the problem. That would be financially beneficial
to the economies of the North and the South. Another way
is to introduce a new dye. In 2013, the South of Ireland
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introduced a system whereby green diesel is tracked from
supplier to customer. In just over 12 months, the sale of
green diesel fell by approximately 10% and the sale of road
diesel increased, which brought in €150 million more to
public funds. That system needs to be replicated here to
increase public funds and reduce laundering and dumping.

Fuel laundering is not a victimless crime. It damages the
environment, impacts on revenue and wrecks people’s
cars. | cannot state more strongly and loudly that what

is happening is criminality. Those involved are not
republicans. We all must be resolute in our condemnation
of this activity. All efforts should be employed to eradicate
fuel laundering.

Mr Beggs: Fuel laundering criminality has been raised

as an issue a number of times in the Assembly. That is
testament not only to the importance to the community
that the matter be addressed but to the lack of meaningful
action that has been taken to address it by the authorities
on both sides of the border. The illegal activity has denied
finance to the Treasury, and, as others said, that has
resulted in less money being available for our hospitals
and schools. Instead, fuel laundering allows criminal gangs
and terrorist groups to prosper, causes damage to the
environment, threatens public health through endangering
the water supply and fosters a climate of criminality and
fear. In addition, it undermines legitimate businessmen.

The report submitted to the British-Irish Parliamentary
Assembly (BIPA) in February 2015 confirmed that fuel
fraud cost the Exchequer an estimated £80 million in lost
taxes in 2013 alone. However, there are other hidden
costs: the cost of trying to clean the environment and of
addressing the criminality associated with fuel laundering.

Mr Lynch mentioned the importance of giving more support
to the NIEA. Yes, that is needed, but it is even more important
that we close this down at source by giving the police and the
National Crime Agency the information that will allow them to
do their job. There is little point in continually having to spend
millions of pounds of public money on cleaning up waste
when the environment will still be damaged. We want to cut
off the supply, end the damage to the environment and save
millions of pounds in public funds.

We do not want criminal gangs siphoning off the money,
some of which is directed towards republican terrorism.
Literally millions of pounds are being made by republican
gangsters, who continue to provide funds to allow IRA
elements to terrorise parts of our community.

As others said, this is also frequently associated with illegal
tobacco activity and the smuggling of other goods. Once
someone is involved in criminality, they are happy to make
money from doing anything. Therefore, those criminal
gangs will be funded through a range of activities. Once
they get the funds, much of which has been raised by fuel
laundering, that allows them to branch out into many other
aspects of criminality and undermine our economy.

It is quite frightening that, over the past two years, 2,500 tons
of associated waste — toxic waste — have been dumped

in the Northern Ireland countryside. The huge sums raised,
the amount of toxic waste and the damage done to the
environment are unbelievable. As others have said —

Mr McGlone: Will the Member give way?
Mr Beggs: Yes, | will.

Mr McGlone: Thanks very much. | have it from good,
reliable sources that the toxic waste that is produced is
being pumped directly into the water system for Dundalk
and Crossmaglen. In fact, it is poisoning people. These
people are poisoning their neighbours, friends and family
with this stuff because they want to cream off extortionate
amounts for themselves. That is seriously not on, and | am
glad that the motion is before us today. The waste is being
deliberately leaked into the water system: it is a disgrace,
and they should hang their heads in shame.

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Dallat): The Member has an
additional minute.

Mr Beggs: | agree with what the Member said; indeed,
some of those compounds are carcinogenic. People could
end up getting cancer because of dangerous compounds
being dumped in the environment. | accept that the whole
of Dundalk has been put at risk as a result of this.

We now have conclusive proof that shocking damage

has been done to the environment and to the health of
local residents as a by-product of criminal activity. Just
two months ago, the ‘Sunday Independent’ laid the blame
squarely at the door of the Provisional IRA. | ask all
Members to condemn such activity and supply information
to the law that will allow this practice to come to an end. It
is not enough for people to say that they will support the
police: people must take practical action. Words and deeds
are required to help bring this to an end to protect the
environment and the community.

It is completely unacceptable that criminal gangs should
be able to operate with relative impunity. Whatever the
cause of the lack of activity to date, it is not acceptable that
it should continue. No one in Northern Ireland has been
jailed for fuel laundering since 2002, despite millions of
pounds being made each year, considerable damage to
our environment and, now, public health being put at risk.
What is going on with law enforcement? Ordinary law-
abiding folk are asking what the authorities on both sides
of the border are waiting for before they will take concerted
action to close down this lucrative illegal industry for

good and put those responsible behind bars. How can
30,000-gallon tankers move freely about the border

areas largely undetected? It is important that the issue is
addressed. | ask also that the courts treat the matter with
the seriousness that it deserves —

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Dallat): The Member’s time is up.

Mr Beggs: — and that sentences reflect the dangers being
inflicted on our community.

Mr Dickson: | also welcome the opportunity to speak
on the important issue that we are dealing with today. |
support the motion and the amendment.

As others have said, fuel laundering has been a worrying,
damaging and pervasive problem in Northern Ireland.
Although it is primarily an excepted matter, HMRC and
local authorities have been working to tackle the problem
for many years. Many people see fuel laundering as a
victimless crime, as has been said, but nothing could be
further from the truth. Many are terrorised by criminal
gangs in their own community. They are not only being
terrorised, but, as Mr McGlone said, they are being
poisoned by their neighbours, by people whom they may
go to church with or shop with — people whom they know
in their own community.

12



Monday 20 April 2015

Private Members’ Business: Fuel Laundering

Environmental damage is inflicted by criminals who dump
toxic sludge with wanton disregard in our countryside,
waste that, as others have said, ends up in our rivers,
lakes and water supplies, killing wildlife and foliage and
contaminating land and water. Meanwhile, the bill is left

to us, the ordinary tax-paying public. Between June 2012
and December 2014, the Environment Agency cleared
some 340 incidences of fly-tipping of fuel-laundered waste
involving nearly 3,000 tonnes of material at a cost of nearly
£1 million. That money, as others have said, could be
spent on schools, hospitals and other public services.

| believe that we are beginning to turn the tide of fuel
laundering. Thirty-eight plants were dismantled last
year, compared with 13 in 2003-04. The price of fuel has
tumbled, as we know, making this crime perhaps less
profitable, but, as others have said, the proceeds of these
crimes are being turned to other crimes. Furthermore,
this month, HMRC introduced new red diesel dye in
coordination with authorities in the Republic of Ireland.
HMRC expects that action to stamp down on fuel
laundering massively — we will see — putting it out of
the reach of the majority of criminals. | hope that that will
be the case. | also expect the National Crime Agency’s
full resources and time, much of which we were deprived
of for over a year, to now help with tackling this form of
organised crime. That is why | will gladly support the
amendment proposed by the SDLP today.

As | mentioned, tax evasion is mostly an excepted

matter and a UK-wide matter. Nonetheless, the problem
cannot be dealt with on only one side of the border. It
requires a holistic approach across the entire island,

and, therefore, | am encouraged by the unprecedented
levels of cooperation between the PSNI and the gardai.
Nevertheless, we need greater political commitment here
to truly tackle this on the ground and in local communities
with the assistance of the Policing Board and the policing
and community safety partnerships.

Others have referred to who some of the criminal gangs
may be. | read with interest the comments of the Irish EU
Agriculture Commissioner, Phil Hogan, in March, in which
he asserted:

“It is clear the criminal gangs involved in fuel rackets
have breakaway paramilitaries among their members.
Some of these are close to the political process and
some of their windfall gains may be making their way
into the political process.”

| find that deeply troubling, and, if that is the case for any
of the participants, they should immediately cease such
activities and work with the police to end this debased and
highly illegal industry. After being questioned on whether
his comments related to Sinn Féin, the EU Agriculture
Commissioner said:

“I think they should tell us what they know.”

| agree: they should tell us what they know.

Tackling fuel laundering requires a coordinated, cross-
border and efficient approach. | know that the Minister

will tell us about how he and his colleague across the
border, together with HMRC, the NCA, the PSNI and the
Garda Siochana, have been working to achieve that, but it
requires all of us in the House to give our utmost political
backing to dealing with this blight so that we can remove
it from society, protect our environment, protect people’s

health and vehicles and ensure that the resources of which
our state is being deprived are put where they need to be
— in our hospitals and schools.

Lord Morrow: Needless to say, |, too, support the motion.
We have debated the issue on a number of occasions in
the House, and it is a tragedy that we still have to debate
it. We have to reflect and say that not much has happened
since we last debated the issue.

| was interested to hear what Mr Lynch had to say

about how his party is very concerned about this. They

are concerned about the impact that this has on the
environment. They are concerned, but they have to go a

bit further than simply being concerned. Concern will not
change this. As others have said, they have a responsibility
to come forward and disclose what information they have
to the appropriate authorities. While they do not do that,
the finger will be continually pointed at them. You could and
should and need to do more to tackle the issue.

| welcome the fact that Mr Attwood mentioned the NCA.

| know that the SDLP was slow in coming to this position,
but better slow than never. Sinn Féin has still to come to a
position where it will give unqualified support to the NCA in
tackling criminality. It is time that they came up to speed.

Some startling figures have been made available to us.
There is some stuff that we are already aware of, and it
makes startling reading. It is worth repeating. For instance,
NIEA officials have dealt with some 345 incidents of
laundered waste being dumped since June 2012. Ninety
per cent of those incidents happen to be in the Newry and
Armagh area. That tells you something. We are all very
aware that that area is dubbed “the no-go area”. Is it still
that way? Do the security forces still operate in that area?
Do other agencies operate in it or is it a case of, “No, we
do not go there.”?

It is significant and very concerning that there have been
no prosecutions in relation to this sort of activity. We have
to ask ourselves the question: why is that the case? Why is
it that there are no prosecutions? Let no one tell me that the
information is just not there. It seems to be, or at least the
perception is abroad, that where fuel laundering plants are
got, they are dismantled and that seems to be the end of
the story, but that is not instilling the necessary confidence
in the law-abiding community. We need to see those doing
it being brought before the courts. | look forward to hearing
what the Minister has to say about what joined-up thinking
and action is going on between the Department of Justice
and the Department of the Environment.

1.30 pm

This activity is ruining our environment and destroying
many of our watercourses, rivers, fish life and everything
else that is associated with that. It is time that action was
taken. How many more debates do we need to have in the
Chamber before we see some positive direct action taken
against the perpetrators? Since we know where the areas
of concern are and since we know that 90% of the area
affected is in Newry and Armagh, why are resources not
being concentrated in those areas to bring the activity to
an end? | hope, when the Minister responds to the debate
today, he will bring some assurances that the Department
of Justice — | know that it is not an entirely devolved
matter, but that makes it all the more important — will start
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a task force and have some joined-up thinking to ensure
that this activity is brought to an end swiftly.

Mr McCartney: Go raibh agat, a LeasCheann Comhairle.
| support the comments of Sean Lynch; he outlined very
well the Sinn Féin position. Fuel laundering is a criminal
offence, and those who involve themselves in it, be it
distribution or profiting from the business, should be
arrested and face trial for that criminality. Any member of
the public with any information should come forward and
give it to the PSNI. | do not think that it can be put any
more clearly than that. Indeed, | appeal to people who
sometimes find themselves in the trap of thinking that it is
legitimate or OK to use laundered fuel to desist because
if people did not use it, the demand would not be created.
That echoes the comments of our party colleagues in the
Oireachtas — Gerry Adams, Padraig Mac Lochlainn and
Kathryn Reilly — who spoke recently in similar debates
about closer cooperation to ensure that this type of activity
is stamped out.

Other people this afternoon spoke about the other side

of the criminal activity, and that is the damage to the
environment. We have seen that in toxic dumps. Indeed,

Mr Attwood spoke about the dump in Derry. | was the first
person to call for a public inquiry into that dump because
there are many unanswered questions. People have
suspicions, and he may be right that there may be people in
authority who have turned a blind eye or have been silenced
in some way. As a public representative, I, certainly, have
nothing to fear from a public inquiry. | say, bring it on.

| listened to Jonathan Bell, and | find common cause with
most of what he said, but the lawyers in the room would
agree that, if you were presenting any case, you would
not want to start with saying that these are unnamed,
anonymous sources from the ‘Sunday Independent’. |
think that they would advise you never to present a case
in that way. It is easy for people to make allegations, and it
is easy to hide behind reliable sources, unnamed sources
or people who do not want to go public. There are people
who are vested with protecting the environment and our
waterways. Uisce Eireann — Irish Water — is tasked with
looking after the waterways in the Twenty-six Counties.

It carried out an investigation into, let me say it, the
allegations put forward by the ‘Sunday Independent’, and
it said that it tested the water on a daily basis and found
no evidence. So, | am a bit surprised that someone like
Stewart Dickson, who is a wee bit more measured when it
comes to these types of things, also allowed himself to fall
into the ‘Sunday Independent’ trap.

In these situations, if people have genuine concerns about
water — and Mr Beggs fell into the trap of relying on the
‘Sunday Independent’ — Danny Kennedy is the Minister
for Regional Development, and one of the aspects of his
portfolio is the Water Service. He should have asked the
Water Service to —

Mr Beggs: Will the Member give way?

Mr McCartney: No, | will not give way. You had plenty of
time.

He should have asked the Water Service to conduct an
investigation into whether the water in Crossmaglen and all
those other places he named was poisoned. | see nowhere
in the public record — and | may be wrong — where the
Water Service carried out an investigation and came and

told us all, “Lo and behold, our waterways are poisoned”. |
did not see any of that.

On 11 February, the Organised Crime Task Force was in
front of the Committee —

Mr Beggs: On a point of order, Mr Deputy Speaker. The
Member is referring the issue to the Minister for Regional
Development when, in fact, the Minister of Agriculture

is actually responsible for rivers and waterways, and

that water that is flowing into the reservoir that is being
contested is his own Minister —

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Dallat): Order. That is not a point
of order. You could have addressed that as an intervention.

Mr McCartney: | have often heard of the expression
to split hairs, but that is splitting hairs. The Minister is
responsible for the Water Service.

The Organised Crime Task Force was in front of the
Committee and there was much discussion around the
lack of convictions; and there are many, many issues that
we have to explore in relation to that. It was interesting

to hear that only two people in their presentations this
afternoon put forward the fact that this is an excepted
matter. This has been long running, with the much-vaunted
NCA involved for a long number of years, so the record for
turning this —

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Dallat): The Member’s time is
almost up.

Mr McCartney: Thank you.

Mr Craig: Like others in the Chamber, | feel a sense of
déja vu that we are talking about fuel laundering yet again.
It reminds me that it is an issue that has been around for
along time. In fact, the fuel laundering that is going on
around the border areas very much reminds me of what
used to happen in the 17th and 18th centuries in the south
of England around the smuggling of brandy and other

illicit liquor. It is endemic in the culture of those areas. We
have to be honest with ourselves: it has been rooted in the
Troubles, where the IRA and other illegal organisations
used it as something to fund and fuel — pardon the pun

— their organisations throughout the Troubles, and that
has continued. The real crime today is that we find that it is
fuelling organised crime, and there are definitely organised
criminals who are taking advantage of the situation in
those border areas. It is very lucrative for them. We have
seen the figures. Millions of pounds are being lost in
revenue every single year.

The level of detail they go into in those fuel laundering
plants is absolutely frightening. Not only are they set up as
mini factories producing the illegal fuel, but escape routes
are planned, there are tunnels and there are even lookouts
in the surrounding area to give forewarning of anybody
coming to raid the facilities.

We are looking at something that is done on an industrial
scale. If it is done on that scale, that leads to a lot of
questions. There are certainly a lot of questions in my
mind. How come the Government cannot get a grip of this
issue? Is there a lack of focus on it?

In fairness to the Minister of Justice, it is not only his
Department that has responsibility for this; HMRC has
a huge responsibility for it. We heard how it has upped
the ante on this in the past couple of years and has
successfully closed down more plants. However, there
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needs to be greater focus on what is going on. This is
organised crime at its worst. Where is the money going?
Who is lining their pockets out of this? What are they doing
with it? They are building up criminal empires.

That leads on to another issue. Others in the House sat

on their hands on the NCA. | welcome that they have now
got on board, because we need to get to grips with the
criminals who are profiteering from this fuel laundering, the
illegal dumping and all the other illegal matters occurring
around our border in Northern Ireland. Those people need
to be closed down, and the way that that will be done
effectively is by grabbing their assets. Once you clean up
and remove the profits that those criminals are making,
you will have killed off the organisation behind them. That
is what we need to have in operation today, and, thankfully,
it is now in operation. | welcome that.

The other thought that occurred to me is that we are
continually seeing these plants being set up. | think that
there are two factors in that. There is a fear factor around
the border, because organised criminal gangs are carrying
this out. | also believe that those who own properties
around the border are afraid to pass information on to

the police. That cycle of fear needs to be broken. Others
with more influence in those border areas need to make it
very clear to people on the ground that they should pass
information about where this is going on to local police
through whatever means necessary and on to HMRC. If
they do not, that cycle will continue.

There is also the thought and fear in my mind that some of
those who rent these properties are profiteering. That is for
the police and HMRC to investigate. | find the low level of
arrests on this issue very disappointing.

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Dallat): The Member’s time is up.
Mr Craig: | commend the motion to the House.

Mr McGlone: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Comhairle. Gabhaim buiochas leis na daoine a chuir an
run seo os ar gcomhair. Thanks very much to those who
brought the motion. It is a very topical and important issue
that affects many people’s lives in the literal sense of the
word — the very literal sense of the word.

| support the SDLP amendment, which aims to ensure

that the National Crime Agency deploys its full powers and
resources against any and all persons and organisations
involved in fuel laundering. We are talking about a massive
criminal empire with tentacles that, in some instances, have
been there for 30 or 40 years. It is important that resources
are deployed to tackle the difficulties that fuel laundering is
creating for many people — the poison, the dumping and
the cost to the public purse. Indeed, it is also important to
tackle the assets that have been accrued over many years
by those criminals, sometimes fronting as patriots.

The SDLP has been at the forefront of NCA negotiations.
We secured accountability on the National Crime Agency.
In early February, we voted for the NCA to have full powers
in Northern Ireland. That vote was possible after lengthy
negotiations by our party. We have ensured that the NCA
will work here in the North. The Home Secretary has
made a lot of commitments on the NCA. The SDLP notes
those commitments and intends to ensure that they are
honoured. If the public are to accept and trust the NCA, it
needs to prove that no one person or organisation is off
limits or protected when it comes to criminal assets. They

must be pursued and prosecuted. We are calling for a
demonstration that that is the case.

1.45 pm

Turning to the motion, | am very concerned about the high
levels of organised crime across this island. In 2013-14,
38 fuel laundering plants were closed. Although that was
an increase on the previous year, we should be very wary,
as the oil and fuel laundering plants have become larger
and more sophisticated. The process of fuel laundering
has definitely become more industrialised. There is a very
unusual feature about raids made on these premises.
Have you noticed the number of times that there does not
seem to be anybody there? Nobody seems to be about.
Computers, oddly or quirkily enough, have either been
scrubbed or have disappeared just before the raid is made.

On illegal waste dumping, the increased cost of the
legitimate disposal of wastage caused a black market
development. Those who are involved in this show no
concern for the environmental damage done: absolutely
none. Their actions include pumping directly into the
Fane and Lough Ross water systems for Dundalk and
Crossmaglen; dumping in disused quarries and bogs, all
of which leak into the shallow drumlin water table; and
disposal along roads via tubes hooked up to containers
in the backs of vans. More worryingly for Irish agriculture,
in some cases — thank God most of our farmers and
members of the farming community are highly responsible
— it is being mixed with slurry and spread over fields.
Apparently, there was a situation last month in the
Knockbridge area, south-west of Dundalk, where it stank
for over a week. The fumes were smelt as far away as
Dundalk after that happened. That is the sort of activity
that is ongoing to fuel the build-up of assets of those
criminals and fuel their property empires at extreme cost
to our environment and, worse again, to our animals and,
more importantly, human beings.

Organised crime is not confined by geographical
boundaries. Cross-border crime presents serious threats
to the economic prosperity of our country and risks to

the population. The SDLP believes that more needs

to be done to tackle cross-border crime and criminal
organisations. We need to disrupt and dismantle these
organised crime groups, which are engaged in or are
seeking to engage in fuel laundering and the smuggling of
tobacco, alcohol, drugs and counterfeit goods as they add
to their existing asset bases and empires.

Only last month, there was a debate on cross-border crime
in the House of Commons.

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Dallat): The Member’s time is
almost up.

Mr McGlone: During the debate, my colleague Mark
Durkan said:

“There is a sense that a blind eye is being turned, and
that there is some sort of set-aside deal going on”.

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Dallat): The Member’s time is up.

Mr Allister: It is no coincidence that south Armagh is
synonymous with the scourge of fuel laundering: no
coincidence whatsoever. There are two attendant fantasies
that go with it. One is that the authorities are doing all they
can and the other is that republicans are not involved.
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South Armagh used to be called “bandit country”, and it
seems to me that it could now be properly called “blind-
eye country” because it is inconceivable that, with the
industrial scale of fuel smuggling and laundering that has
been going on in south Armagh, it is beyond the authorities
to bring to justice those who have been perpetrating this
criminality for years.

My goodness: if a farmer, in his single farm payment claim,
gets something wrong about a field boundary, the satellites
will catch him out, but you can run riot with fuel laundering
in south Armagh, and no one sees, no one hears and no
one is brought to justice. As Mr McGlone pointed out, how
many times have we heard of seizures and of nobody
being there?

| suspect very much that, sadly, this is part of the
pernicious arrangement of the peace process: one will not
look too hard, one will not look too deeply and one will let
those who need to be undisturbed be undisturbed.

Then, today, we have the crossed-finger condemnation of
Sinn Féin about the matter. They tell us that republicans
are not involved. That brings back echoes of 2006, when
one Slab Murphy was arrested. In March 2006, a fleet of
tankers was seized from his premises. Mr Gerry Adams,
furious, came onto the media to say that Mr Murphy was
not a criminal and that he was a good republican. Yet, in
October 2008, the same Slab Murphy and his brothers paid
over in settlement over £1 million for the very criminality
that was involved. As far as Sinn Féin was concerned, it
was a set-up. He was not involved. He was an innocent,
good republican. Whereas anyone with a titter of wit knows
that he is a godfather, not just of this but of so much more
that republicanism has done in south Armagh. The weasel
words that we have again from Sinn Féin do not wash.

Mr Attwood was absolutely right: we need stern, severe
sentencing guidelines. Before we get sentencing
guidelines, we need to get people in the dock, and the real
problem here is the blind-eye approach. What the Minister
needs to do, as Minister of Justice, is to have a relentless
pursuit with those prosecuting authorities to find out why
we have this apparent blind-eye approach, why it is that
no one is ever arrested and why it is that no one is ever
charged. If the Minister does anything, that is where he
should start. It is a scandal, and the more it goes on, the
more one is confirmed in the view that | suggested that it
is all part of the pernicious arrangement that attends to the
peace process. Sadly, | fear that that is exactly what it is.

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Dallat): As Question Time must
begin at 2.00 pm, | propose to suspend the debate and call
the Minister after Question Time. The sitting is, by leave,
suspended until 2.00 pm.

The debate stood suspended.

The sitting was suspended at 1.53 pm.

On resuming (Mr Principal Deputy Speaker [Mr Newton] in
the Chair) —

2.00 pm

Oral Answers to Questions

Finance and Personnel

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: | inform Members that
questions 2 and 11 have been withdrawn. Mr Chris
Hazzard is not in his place, so | call Lord Morrow.

Civil Service: Voluntary Exit Scheme

3. Lord Morrow asked the Minister of Finance and
Personnel for an update on the Northern Ireland Civil
Service voluntary exit scheme. (AQO 7948/11-15)

7. Mr Beggs asked the Minister of Finance and Personnel
for an update on how many expressions of interest in the
Northern Ireland Civil Service voluntary exit scheme have
been received. (AQO 7952/11-15)

Mr Hamilton (The Minister of Finance and Personnel):
With your permission, Mr Principal Deputy Speaker, | will
answer questions 3 and 7 together, as both relate to the
Northern Ireland Civil Service voluntary exit scheme.

| will deal first with Lord Morrow’s request for an update.
The scheme closed for applications at 5.00 pm on Friday
27 March 2015. My officials are now working closely with
Departments to manage the selection process, in line with
the published criteria. All staff who applied will receive
notification of the outcome. Staff who receive a notification
with a specific exit date, and who have received a

quote from Civil Service pensions staff, should use the
information to decide whether they wish to accept the
offer. All staff selected to leave will be given three months’
notice. We anticipate that those selected to leave under
the scheme will do so in tranches between 30 September
2015 and 31 March 2016, subject to the requisite
resources being made available. An important part of the
process will be maintaining business continuity, so a range
of measures is being put in place, including redeployment
arrangements to move staff into essential posts left vacant
by staff who leave via the scheme.

| can confirm that, as at 27 March 2015 — the closing
date — 7,285 applications to be considered for selection
had been received. | emphasise that we will not know the
number of staff exiting via the scheme until selection has
taken place and those selected confirm whether they wish
to accept the offer.

Lord Morrow: | thank the Minister for his very
comprehensive and detailed reply. It is quite startling that
over 7,000 have already applied to the scheme. Will he
outline what impact not progressing welfare reform will
have on the overall scheme and does he feel that that
will have a detrimental impact on those who want to avail
themselves of it?

Mr Hamilton: | agree with the noble lord about the 7,285
applications. Of course, 7,285 people will not be exiting
the Civil Service. We will not require anywhere near that
number. | can recall, however, being quizzed repeatedly —
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some might say badgered — by a presenter in a television
studio the day before the scheme launched about what
would happen if we did not get to the 2,400 that we
estimated were necessary. We have far surpassed that
figure, as my answer revealed.

The Member is right to highlight his concerns: they are
shared by me, right across the Executive and, indeed, by
the Senior Civil Service. The Member and the House will
recall that, as part of the Stormont House Agreement,
there was a public-sector transformation fund giving us
access to some £700 million in borrowing — £200 million
in each of the first three years and £100 million in the final
year — to help fund the voluntary exit scheme for not just
the Civil Service, which is what we are talking about here,
but the entire public sector. If we do not have access to
that money, which is a possibility if we do not proceed
with welfare reform and other aspects of the Stormont
House Agreement, it will mean more than not having
access to the £200 million that is badly needed to fund the
exit scheme. It will mean that the savings that would be
yielded though our pay bill, which are around £25 million
for the Civil Service alone in the current financial year and
probably another £25 million for the broader public sector,
could be in jeopardy. It is, therefore, imperative that we
move forward with welfare reform and, indeed, all aspects
of the Stormont House Agreement in and of themselves,
but particularly because of the timeliness of the scheme,
not least because, in the case of the Minister of Education,
teachers who are leaving need to get their notice very
soon. If they get that notice, they can exit the public
service well in advance of the start of the new school year.

Mr Beggs: As the Minister said, borrowing to enable the
voluntary redundancy scheme to go ahead was based on
welfare reform and the mitigation that was put together
with that in the agreement around Christmas time. If
welfare reform does not proceed, will the Minister advise
what will happen to those 7,200-o0dd individuals who
have thought carefully about their future and applied for
life-changing early retirement and to the finances of the
Northern Ireland Budget?

Mr Hamilton: The Member has asked a very good
question. Of course, there will many among the 7,285
who, on the basis of the figure that they get and their
personal circumstances, will decide that they do not want
to proceed. We expect an attrition rate and expect that
around one third of those people will say that they do
not want to proceed to the next stage. Therefore, not all
of those 7,285 people will be affected or disappointed.
Without the other issues that are swirling around, there
were always going to be those who would not be able to
exit because of affordability issues or the pressures that
leaving would put on the broader public service.

The Member is right to highlight that everybody who

has gone to at least this stage will have given careful
consideration to it. They will have looked at it in and of their
own circumstances. They have had access to an online
calculator that shows their entitlement. So, having put their
application forward, most people know, more or less, what
they are entitled to and have made an informed decision to
put their names forward.

The Member is right to highlight the concerns that | have

highlighted to Lord Morrow. Access to that £200 million was
absolutely critical in the Stormont House Agreement, as we
do not have the ability to access finance from departmental

budgets. Ordinarily, that is how schemes of that nature
would be funded. We are unable to do that because of the
innumerable pressures on our departmental budgets, so
making a call on those budgets to fund it is not an option.
That is why we agreed with the Government to access
the £200 million through our borrowing powers. If that is
not available, it will be, like many things, a matter for an
incoming Westminster Government to consider what they
will do in the circumstances.

As | have pointed out in the House and elsewhere before,
not having that £200 million, not having the £100 million of
pay bill savings that would accrue this year and not having
the sizeable pay bill savings that would accrue in subsequent
years would put extreme pressure on our Budget.

Mr Lynch: Go raibh maith agat, a Phriomh-LeasCheann
Comhairle. Gabhaim buiochas leis an Aire as an fhreagra
sin. | thank the Minister for his answers so far. Will he
outline the protections that are in place to maintain front-
line services in the context of the voluntary exit scheme?

Mr Hamilton: It is incredibly important that, whilst there
is some dispute in some corners of the House about how
we are financing the exit scheme, | do not think that there
is any dispute from any quarter that it is something that
we should be doing. In fact, some of us might argue that
we should have done it a little bit earlier. We are where
we are, and | hope that we can proceed from our current
position if progress is made elsewhere.

In reducing the size of our public sector at a time when
our private sector is growing, it is critical that there is
continuity of service in our public service delivery. The
best intervention that we can make as a Civil Service to
ensure that there is continuity of service and minimised
disruption to service delivery is the timely and planned
use of redeployment. Within the scope of the scheme,
Departments can use some limited flexibility to ensure
that the timing of the release of staff does not have an
impact on business continuity and service delivery.
However, it will require us to have well-thought-out and
well-planned redeployment of staff in some places so that,
wherever services are being delivered in Northern Ireland
and whatever services they are, they still produce the
outcomes that our citizens require.

Mr Dallat: The voluntary exit scheme might be exciting
for those who wish to leave the Civil Service, but for

the 20,000 young people who might traditionally have
expected to get on the first rung of the jobs ladder over
the next few years, it is not so funny. Has the Treasury
expressed any interest in decentralising any of the tens of
thousands of jobs in Britain, which might be sent here?

Mr Hamilton: | do not think that anybody finds any aspect
of the voluntary exit scheme a laughing matter. | take it as
a very serious and necessary thing to be doing. It is an
onerous matter, and we must deal with it accordingly and
in an appropriate manner.

The Member will know that, unfortunately, the DVLA issue
did not work out that well for his constituency, but there
are other areas of employment where people who are
based in Northern Ireland are providing public services

to people who live in other parts of the United Kingdom.
One particular area is the Social Security Agency, which
has people based in Belfast and in Londonderry and

the north-west — drawing, | am sure, people from the
Member’s constituency — who are doing work for that
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agency in assessing and delivering benefits for people

in the south-east of England. It is incredibly important
that that continues, but one threat to that would be if
Northern Ireland were to diverge further away from the
rest of the United Kingdom in welfare. | know that it has
been mentioned in discussions between DSD and DWP
in the past that failure to implement welfare reform in
Northern Ireland and, therefore, having a different system
here is one of the factors that would be considered by
DWP in keeping some 1,600 jobs in both locations here
in Northern Ireland. That is about keeping those jobs that
we already have, never mind attracting more from England
or other parts of the United Kingdom to Northern Ireland.
That is something that we are very good at and very
capable of.

Mr Allister: As a complement to the exit scheme, if it goes
ahead, has the Minister a Civil Service recruitment freeze
in place and, if so, for how long? In deciding whether to
grant an application to the exit scheme, what account will
be taken of the impact that that would have on the balance
of the community background in the Civil Service?

Mr Hamilton: There were two supplementary questions
there. There is a recruitment freeze in place; in fact, it
was one of the first strategic personnel interventions
that we enacted, long before the launch of the voluntary
exit scheme. It is important that we introduce a range of
measures to ensure the achievement of the Stormont
Castle Agreement target of a reduction of 20,000 in

our public sector. It has been misreported — I think,
deliberately — by some people that 20,000 jobs will go,
but it is hoped that 20,000 posts will go over a period

of four years. Some of those posts will go because of a
recruitment freeze; in fact, freezing recruitment in the
Civil Service has already reduced the number of posts by
around 1,000, because those vacancies are not going to
be filled in future.

On the issue of community background, an equality
screening assessment of the scheme was done
beforehand, and it was actually screened out. It was
screened out because, with a few exceptions for some
very senior grades at permanent secretary level, the
scheme was open to everybody in the Civil Service to
apply for, given its nature as a voluntary exit scheme.

We have to be clear and methodical in how we choose
people exiting on the basis of clear, set criteria that have,
quite frankly, nothing to do with somebody’s religion. |
appreciate that there are issues at both ends of the scale
— in the Senior Civil Service and at the lower end — in
different ways with underrepresentation of certain genders
and religious backgrounds, but using a voluntary exit
scheme is not the way to deal with that particular problem.
There are other measures that we have to introduce to
ensure that nobody is dissuaded from applying for posts
in the Civil Service in future because of their religious
background, gender or anything else.

Subcontractors: Payments

4. Mr Poots asked the Minister of Finance and Personnel
what measures can be taken to ensure payments

to subcontractors are made in accordance with his
Department’s guidelines. (AQO 7949/11-15)

Mr Hamilton: It is important that the benefits of prompt
payment are shared throughout the supply chain, and

this is reflected in the guidelines that my Department

has set. As the problem has been felt most acutely in the
construction industry, centres of procurement expertise
are required to monitor the implementation of fair payment
requirements in government construction contracts. The
information is reported quarterly to CPD and discussed

at each meeting of the Construction Industry Forum for
Northern Ireland.

215 pm

The monitoring regime involves dip sampling to ensure
that prompt payment is happening in practice. In 2014, a
sample of 15% of payments was validated, with only one
irregularity found. That has since been resolved by the
relevant centre of procurement expertise. For supplies and
services contracts, CPD has implemented standard terms
and conditions requiring subcontractors to be paid within
30 days. When issues of non-compliance are highlighted
to CPD in projects that it manages, they are pursued with
the contractor so as to facilitate early resolution.

Mr Poots: Can the Minister give us an assurance that,
where companies are highlighted that are not adhering to
the principles that he has outlined, thorough investigation
will take place to identify the veracity of the complaints
and, if they are found to be right, actions taken thereon?
Many small companies fear raising the issue because they
believe that they will lose out on contracts. It is incumbent
on us to defend the subcontractors and ensure that they
are paid promptly.

Mr Hamilton: | thank the Member for his supplementary
question. The measures that | and, more so, my
predecessor have introduced in that regard have

come as a result of concerns expressed to us by small
businesses — contractors in supply chains, particularly in
the construction sector. Measures have been introduced
over the last number of years to deal with the issue, which
has been highlighted, | suppose, in the very high-profile
collapse of some local construction firms. In January 2013,
we introduced the ability to have project bank accounts
for projects of over £1 million with a significant amount of
subcontracting going on. Ten pilots have been chosen for
that, and feedback so far has been positive. Indeed, we
may well look to extend it away from construction and into
supply contracts too.

Perhaps more relevant to the Member’s question is

that a procurement guidance notice was issued in
January 2012. It has now been backed up by regulations
introduced this year that monitor the performance of main
contractors in a range of ways, including on their payment
to subcontractors, and a certificate of unsatisfactory
performance can, in appropriate circumstances, be issued.
Indeed, main contractors who are found to be failing to
pass on the prompt payment that government is doing

— government is very good at paying; some 91% of our
invoices in DFP are paid within 10 days — can be struck
off public contracts for 12 months. Now, there has been
no single case of that so far, but, as | revealed in the first
answer to the question, one of the samples taken last year
showed that there were some issues. That was dealt with
between my Department and that main contractor.

My Department relies on companies coming forward.

| accept the point that the Member makes about the
fear that some people have, but, if subcontractors are
even prepared to go through Members or other elected

18



Monday 20 April 2015

Oral Answers

representatives to bring that to my attention, | assure the
Member and the House that those issues will be dealt with
with the appropriate seriousness.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: | remind the Minister of the
two-minute rule.

Mr Maskey: Go raibh maith agat, a Phriomh-LeasCheann
Comhairle. Can the Minister advise the House whether
there are any protections or measures in place to

ensure that local businesses can avail themselves of all
subcontracting opportunities?

Mr Hamilton: There are no particular measures or
statutory provisions in place to ensure that. What is found
in most cases is that those main contractors, even if they
are not locally based, bring on a large number of locally
based subcontractors, particularly in construction, to do
their work and assist them in the provision of whatever
capital project it may be. Again, like our prompt payment,
we have a good record of letting contracts of all types,
whether construction or supplies contracts, to suppliers in
Northern Ireland. We have a record that sometimes does
not get through. Sometimes you would think, even listening
to debates in the House, that local suppliers are not getting
to deliver government contracts, but that is not the case. |
think that the latest figures show that over 70% of contracts
go to local firms. Indeed, about two thirds go to local
SMEs, so we have a good record in Northern Ireland not
just on prompt payment to contractors but on getting local
suppliers. We do that without having to manipulate. As the
Member will be aware, procurement is highly governed

by the European Union and you have to be very careful
about what you do at local level so that you do not breach
European law. Within the laws that are there, we have a
very good record in this part of the world of ensuring that
local suppliers get work.

Mr D Bradley: Go raibh mile maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. Gabhaim buiochas leis an Aire as ucht a
fhreagra. | thank the Minister for his answer. In relation

to small construction companies accessing government
contracts, especially small to medium-sized road
contracts, | am hearing that there is a catch-22 situation in
that, in some cases, if you are not already on the list, you
cannot be considered for the list. Is the Minister aware of
this situation, and, if so, is there anything that can be done
about it?

Mr Hamilton: | was just checking the precise figure that |
gave to Mr Maskey in my previous response. In 2013-14,
75% of government contracts were awarded to Northern
Ireland firms. That £2-6 billion, more or less, is being spent
every year in Northern Ireland on centrally-let government
public contracts, of which 75% are going to Northern
Ireland firms. | am sure that we would all like to see that
being higher, but it is a record that compares favourably
with other jurisdictions in the British Isles.

| have not been made aware of the particular issue that
the Member raises. | suppose that, in some ways, | would
not expect to be; road contracts are obviously taken
forward as the responsibility of the Minister for Regional
Development. Roads Service — Transport NI, as it is now
called — has a centre of procurement expertise of its own.
| would expect that perhaps Minister Kennedy would have
a better appreciation of that problem. | encourage the
Member to draw any concerns he has from his locality to

the attention of the Minister for Regional Development or, if
not, | am happy to pass them on to Minister Kennedy.

Rates: Non-domestic Revaluation

5. Mr Rogers asked the Minister of Finance and Personnel
for his assessment of the non-domestic rates revaluation.
(AQO 7950/11-15)

Mr Hamilton: The Executive agreed back in 2012 to
undertake a revaluation in response to calls from the
business sector. My assessment is that it was the right
thing to do and has helped to rebalance the rating

system. We could not have continued to ask commercial
ratepayers to pay business rates that are shared out on the
basis of 2001 rental levels given the fundamental changes
that have taken place in the way in which people live, work,
shop and go about their business.

This exercise in redistribution, however, means that there
are winners and losers. | cannot go into all the effects of
the revaluation now, but take, for example, the retail sector:
the outcome is that there are far more winners than losers.
Many high streets and town centres have benefited, but
there are others, such as modern convenience stores and
large edge-of-town or out-of-town food stores that now pay
a lot more than they did before. This reflects their success
in the real world and mirrors the relative decline of many of
our traditional shopping areas.

At the end of the day, it is not LPS or DFP that decides
who should pay more or who should pay less; the property
market has already done that. The problem for some
stems from the gap between this revaluation and the last
one. It could be argued that those now paying more should
have been paying it well before now.

Finally, it is worth pointing out that the revaluation does
not raise more money from the system for the Assembly.
The regional rate has actually gone down a little to reflect
a modest overall increase in values and thereby fulfil the
Executive’s commitment to ensure that this revaluation is
revenue-neutral in real terms.

Mr Rogers: You talk about winners and losers, but | have
not found very many winners in this situation in towns like
Kilkeel, Newcastle and Castlewellan in South Down. What
can the Department do to keep shutters going up when the
rates for businesses, like pound shops, have gone from
£6,200 to £16,200? How can you convince businesses
like that and many others? What can the Department do to
keep them open?

Mr Hamilton: It is not my job to keep businesses open

in that sense. It is not my job to step in and do that. What
we have done through the rating system over the last
number of years is to be incredibly generous through the
support that we have given in the small business rate relief
scheme, for example, which has ensured that over half of
business properties in Northern Ireland get at least 20%
off their rates. We continue to keep in place industrial
derating, which offers over £60 million worth of support to
many of our bigger businesses in Northern Ireland.

A revaluation will always produce winners and losers.

The important point for the Member and the House to
note is that the Assembly does not raise any more money
through the regional rate as a result of the revaluation; it
merely redistributes money from one section of ratepayers
to another to reflect where the market has gone and the
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changes in circumstances that have affected that. In those
circumstances, there will always be some winners and
some losers. There will be some winners in the Member’s
constituency, and there will be some losers in his
constituency, just as there are in every constituency across
Northern Ireland.

It is significant, though, to note that the Northern Ireland
Independent Retail Trade Association called for the
revaluation to go ahead. When the revaluation results were
published, its chief executive, Glyn Roberts, said:

“We welcome the outcome of the rates revaluation
and are particularly pleased that [it] has addressed the
unfair imbalance of large out of town multiple retailers
paying less rates per square foot than many of our
members in town centres. This is a win-win for our
independent retailers and town centres”.

| accept that that is not the case for every town centre and
retailer, but it has tried to redistribute more fairly where the
rates burden should lie, reflecting the changes over the
preceding 13 years.

Mr Middleton: What plans does the Minister have for
reviewing business rates in Northern Ireland?

Mr Hamilton: In his recent Budget statement, the
Chancellor announced that he was going to review
business rates in England, and some have called on me to
review them. In fact, a Member who was in the Chamber
not that long ago called on me in his local press to review
the business rating system in Northern Ireland. Two years
ago during a Question Time in the House, in response to
a Member’s question, | announced that it was my intention
to review business rates in Northern Ireland and to do

so after the revaluation had bedded in. That process will
start in the next number of weeks. In fact, we will have an
innovation lab that will look at this issue and discuss it with
retailers and other businesses.

| go into that review with an open view about what the
outcome should be. A Iot of people express concern about
the rating system. There are some who do not like that it
is based on property values and others who put forward
suggestions on how it might be replaced. | am open to
looking at all those possibilities. | am also open to looking
at the reliefs and allowances that we have in place. They
have been there to try to support business and to keep it
in place and operating through the downturn. Let us not
forget that the small business rate relief scheme was an
intervention to help businesses through a very difficult
recession. Many of our retail businesses still struggle

not because of the recession, per se — in some cases it
is because of its effect — but because of other lifestyle
changes, changes in our town centres and the effect of
large out-of-town retailers. | want to look at all those and
other issues to make sure that, moving forward, we have a
suitable system to locally tax our businesses.

Ms Sugden: | will see whether | can talk fast to counteract
the Minister’s ad-libbing. The revaluation is a bit of a
shambles, and | have requested a meeting with the
Minister to discuss it. | concur with Mr Rogers: there are
certainly very few winners in my constituency. | do not
expect the Minister to have specific figures to hand, but
does he have any idea for how many business properties
the net annual value has risen and made them ineligible for
the various thresholds of the rate relief schemes?

Mr Hamilton: | do not have those specific figures in front
of me, but | am happy furnish the Member with them,

if she will forgive me for ad-libbing, | suppose. In her
constituency, East Londonderry, you can take Coleraine
as an example; it is the principal or premier borough — |
do not know how they would describe it. As a result of the
revaluation the average increase in rates was 7%. Let us
take high streets in the constituency. If you look at Church
Street in Coleraine, you will find that its valuation fell by
40%. This is the average in the area, and | appreciate that
there will be differences. In The Diamond, rates went down
by 45%. In Kingsgate Street in Coleraine, they went down
by 30%. The rates of the Main Street in Garvagh went
down as well.

| could go into some secondary streets as well. Bridge
Street in Coleraine went down by 20%. New Row in
Coleraine went down by 10%. Contrast that with some of
the retail parks, which are up by 20% from their previous
valuation. | suggest that, if that is the average in those
areas, there are plenty of winners in Coleraine and right
across the East Londonderry constituency. | accept

that not everybody is a winner, but, in a revaluation, not
everybody is going to be a winner. However, a significant
number of business properties in the Coleraine area,
east Londonderry more broadly and, indeed, right across
Northern Ireland are reflecting where the market is and are
paying lower rates bills today than they were in the past.

2.30 pm

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: That ends the period for
listed questions. We now move to 15 minutes of topical
questions.

Rates Revaluation: Winners and Losers

T1. Mr O Muilleoir asked the Minister of Finance and
Personnel, in a move back to the contentious issue of
rates, but perhaps from a different angle, and given that
the Minister said that it is not his job to keep business
open, whether he agrees that, for the losers — and there
are losers in the rates revaluation — our message should
be that we will do more to support them in the time ahead,
that we do not want to see them disinvest, that we want to
give them every support that we can and that, although we
realise that not everyone can be a winner, it is our job as an
Assembly and an Executive not only to keep business open
but to ensure that business prospers. (AQT 2361/11-15)

Mr Hamilton: It is certainly our job to support businesses.
They create the jobs and make the investments, and

they need to be encouraged and supported in doing that.
As | mentioned in response to previous questions, the
Executive have a very good track record of supporting
businesses through our rates system. It is our main fiscal
lever that we have to pull, and we have done that through
the small business rate relief scheme. Indeed, we have
continued that into this current financial year, so several
thousand businesses across Northern Ireland will receive
that reduction in their rates bill. That will cost the Executive
some £20 million. We have done that in spite of the fact
that it was introduced in 2010 to tackle the recession.

The legislation that governs it specifically talks about

the downturn. That downturn has, statistically, passed.
There are still effects for retail businesses, just as there
are for construction sectors and others as a result of the
downturn, but other factors are hitting our retail sector as
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well. | am very keen that we continue, as we are this year
through the small business rate relief scheme, to offer
support to that important sector.

Our captains of industry and small businesspeople do the
work and create the jobs. It is our job in the Assembly to
support and encourage those businesses and do what we
can through rates and other interventions to allow them to
grow.

Mr O Muilleoir: Go raibh maith agat. Gabhaim buiochas
leis an Aire as an fhreagra sin. | thank the Minister for his
response. The Minister has the facts, figures and stats. In
the time ahead, is there a way in which we could look at
the cohort of those who had a 100% or more increase — |
am talking about non-domestic properties — and find ways
of going to the businesses that took the biggest hit and
seeing what extra help we can give them to ensure that
they remain committed to growing their businesses here?

Mr Hamilton: That was considered well in advance even
of the publication of the new values. | was well aware that,
given the fact that there would be losers in the revaluation,
there would be a plea from many quarters for some special
assistance, such as some sort of transitional relief, to be
put in place for, so to speak, the biggest losers. | pondered
that carefully over a period and | came to the very clear
conclusion that many of the biggest losers are very large
businesses. Some of them are big global businesses that
have seen their valuations go up by 40%, 50%, 60% and
even more. Those are businesses that one would expect
to be paying more, compared with the 2001 valuations

of those properties, so | was not sure about the ethics of
offering some support through the public purse, which is,
in effect, taking it from other ratepayers and giving it to
those big businesses.

| was obviously concerned about smaller businesses that
would lose out as a result of the revaluation. That is why,
rather than constructing a sophisticated transitional scheme
on top of all the other very complex things that we have been
doing with rates this year, the Executive agreed to extend
the small business rate relief scheme — the Assembly

has endorsed this — which will offer that additional £20
million-worth of support to thousands of businesses across
Northern Ireland. Now, some of those will be businesses
that have done OK out of revaluation, but many will be
businesses that have done badly out of the revaluation.

| hope that that, rather than some other transitional relief
scheme, will be able to afford those businesses some
support and allow them to continue to stay in business in the
short term and grow in the longer term.

Civil Service: Redundancy Criteria

T2. Mr McNarry asked the Minister of Finance
and Personnel to confirm what criteria are being
used to identify redundancies in the Civil Service.
(AQT 2362/11-15)

Mr Hamilton: | am going to go back to a previous question
from Lord Morrow, who asked about the scheme. If the
Member will bear with me, | will give him the specific
criteria. | have just found them; by the way, | was ad-libbing
up to that point.

There are two criteria. The criteria that have been applied
in order by grade, analogous grade and discipline, where
necessary, to determine who should exit under the scheme

are principally based, over a one-year period, around best
value for money using the least cost up front, which is

the payment that would be required to give somebody a
voluntary exit payment, and the maximum payback, which
is how much it yields in pay bill savings. Now, that will, in
some cases, have people who are exactly the same. In
situations where there is a tie on those criteria, random
selection will be used.

Mr McNarry: | am grateful for the Minister’'s explanation.
Could he tell me what weight age is being given for these
redundancies?

Mr Hamilton: There is no weight given to age. Age does
not carry any more or less of an impact. The system that is
governing this is legislation that passed through this House
some years ago: a Superannuation Bill, now Act. If | say
anything wrong, | will correct it in correspondence with the
Member.

Mr McNarry: There is no ad-libbing now. This is a straight
answer now.

Mr Hamilton: This is the law now. My understanding is
that those who are over 60 do not get the same amount

of payment. They are capped at a six-month salary as
opposed to the 20-month salary for those who are under
60. Obviously, in some cases, it may be financially less
attractive. However, given the stage that they are at in their
careers, there may be other reasons and other factors

as to why people who are a little older might still find it
attractive to take up the voluntary exit scheme.

Private Sector: Wage Levels

T3. Ms Maeve McLaughlin asked the Minister of Finance
and Personnel whether he agrees that, with the economy
slowly moving towards recovery, now is the time to urge
the private sector to raise wage levels to reward workers
who, in essence, have kept businesses moving forward in
very difficult times. (AQT 2363/11-15)

Mr Hamilton: Yes, | do. | say that quite clearly knowing
that, whilst the economy is growing and the latest figures
in Northern Ireland suggest a year-on-year increase of
1-2% between quarter 3 of 2013 and quarter 3 of 2014, that
the claimant count has fallen for 27 consecutive months
and that unemployment is down at 6%, which we should
welcome, there are still many businesses in Northern
Ireland that are struggling. What | also know — and | am
sure that many Members will know it from contact with
businesses in their areas — is that, during the recession,
although some businesses shed staff and, in extreme
circumstances, some had to close unfortunately, others
kept themselves going through cutting wages. We talk
about pay freezes and pay restraints in the public sector.
We sometimes forget that, in the private sector, pay cuts
were the order of the day in many cases. As companies
get back to strength, the economy grows and companies
benefit from a growing economy here in Northern Ireland
and those in our neighbouring countries and around the
world, that should then be reflected in increasing wages
and pay packets for our workers.

Ms Maeve McLaughlin: Go raibh maith agat. | thank the
Minister and welcome that clarification. If the Minister is
saying that he can see clearly that higher wage levels
would feed into boosting the economy, could he outline
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how he, the House or the Executive could promote that
line of action?

Mr Hamilton: | go back to the earlier question. It is not my
job to tell businesses how to do their job. They are in a far
better position than | am or, indeed, anybody in the House
is to know how their business operates, the market that
they are operating in and the circumstances that affect
their business. Whilst it is maybe easy for me, standing in
my position, to look at the totality of the economy and say
that things are good, that this sector is up, that sector is
up and, indeed, even the construction sector, which had
been doing very badly, is showing signs of growth and
recovery, neither | nor any part of government can dictate
to firms and businesses that their staff’s wages should

go up. As the economy grows, however, it is incumbent

on our businesses, as their business improves, that they
pass on those benefits to their staff who, in many cases,
absorbed significant pay cuts during the recession, stuck
with those firms and stayed loyal to them so that they could
retain the skills and experience that they brought. If those
businesses are doing well, and the markets in which they
are operating are improving, any sensible business should
increase its staff's wages. That, obviously, helps the
economy in a broad sense, and it also reduces the benefits
bill, as those in-work benefits, which are sometimes
forgotten about in a debate on welfare reform, would
naturally reduce as people get paid more.

Northern Ireland Water: Pay Remit

T4. Miss M Mcllveen asked the Minister of Finance and
Personnel whether he has received the pay remit for
Northern Ireland Water, given that he will recall the strike
by Northern Ireland Water staff in January and the impact
on services of that action. (AQT 2364/11-15)

Mr Hamilton: | recall the strike and its impact. | am sure
that there are Members who represent constituencies in
the west of the Province and constituents who remember
it far better than the Member does or | do. The answer to
her question is yes. | received the pay remit from Northern
Ireland Water on my desk at the end of March. | have

had it for a couple of weeks, and | have been carefully
considering it over that time.

Miss M Mcllveen: | thank the Minister for his response.
When does he expect to be in a position to take a
decision?

Mr Hamilton: As you would expect, the pay remit deals
with pay issues for Northern Ireland Water staff. It also
deals quite substantially with productivity issues and
benefits that Northern Ireland Water management hopes
to be able to produce as a result of modernisation and
transformation moving forward. It is easy to look at the
pay side and to understand it superficially, but | have been
carefully considering the productivity side over the past
number of days. | hope to be in a position to approve the
pay remit within the next 24 or 48 hours.

Peace Funding: Applications

T5. Mr O hOisin asked the Minister of Finance and
Personnel for an update on the opening of applications for
Peace funding. (AQT 2365/11-15)

Mr Hamilton: The House will be aware that the
INTERREG V programme has already been approved

by the European Commission. Agreement was reached
in the Executive and between us and the Department of
Public Expenditure and Reform in the Irish Republic on
the Peace IV programme. That has been transmitted to
the Commission for its approval. The Commission has
come back with some queries, which we are dealing with
systematically. | hope that we will have approval for the
scheme in the next number of weeks, which will allow it to
go out to open calls later this year.

Mr O hOisin: Go raibh maith agat, a Phriomh-LeasCheann
Combhairle. Gabhaim buiochas leis an Aire as an fhreagra
sin. | thank the Minister for his answer. How confident is

he that there will be a quick turnaround for applications in
the next round of Peace funding and that there will be no
further delays?

Mr Hamilton: It is a constant cry from people who have
been involved in various Peace funding schemes that

the process can be very long and frustrating. Indeed,
many have had their fingers burnt in the past and may not
want to be involved in Peace |V, given their experiences
of Peace Ill. However, | am committed, as are my
counterparts in the Irish Republic, to trying to cut down the
time that it takes to assess various schemes to allow the
funding that is approved to go to the schemes as and when
required. | say that, but with the absolute caveat that it is
important that the financial fiscal processes through which
we put public money in Northern Ireland continue to be
used but in a more efficient and quicker manner.

2.45 pm

Health, Social Services and
Public Safety

Cancer Treatment

1. Mrs Dobson asked the Minister of Health, Social
Services and Public Safety for an update on how
many patients urgently referred with suspected
cancer are beginning their treatment within 62 days.
(AQO 7961/11-15)

Mr Wells (The Minister of Health, Social Services

and Public Safety): | am disappointed that the number
of patients who are referred as urgent by their GP with a
suspected cancer and receive their first treatment within
62 days remains below the ministerial target of 95%.
Recent performances are 70:1% in October 2014; 74:1%
in November; and 74:7% in that December . The majority
of patients waiting beyond 62 days are in the urology
specialty. Urology services across Northern Ireland
remain challenging, and the Health and Social Care Board
(HSCB) is leading a service improvement initiative across
all trusts to improve the position.

Mrs Dobson: | note what the Minister has said, but

the minor improvements in no way excuse the totally
unacceptable situation that persists, not least considering
that the vast majority of people who are not treated on time
are later diagnosed with cancer. Does he think that that

is an acceptable situation for the patients, as the disease
spreads freely through their body, or their families, who are
forced to sit by and watch helplessly?

22



Monday 20 April 2015

Oral Answers

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: | remind the Member that
questions should be asked and not read out.

Mr Wells: The short answer to the honourable Member
for Upper Bann is, “No, | do not think that it is acceptable.”
There is massive room for improvement, and, indeed, the
board has set challenging targets for the trusts to meet in
the coming year.

| emphasise that there are two targets: the 62-day target
and the 31-day standard, which is the time between
diagnosis and first treatment. In fact, the trusts are doing
exceptionally well on that target. For instance, the most
recent figures that | have are 91% in the Belfast Trust;
100% in the Northern Trust; 97:6% in the South Eastern
Trust; and 100% in the Southern Trust. Those figures are
for up until February 2015. The latest figure that | have
for the Western Trust is for up until December 2014, and,
again, it is 100%. Clearly, once a diagnosis is made, the
clinicians are very quick to organise and deliver treatment.
The problem lies after the earlier reference from a GP for
diagnosis, where there seems to be a delay.

Some of the issues are outside my control. There is a
shortage of urologists throughout the United Kingdom,
and, at the moment, we have vacancies in the Northern
Trust and the Belfast Trust that are proving difficult to fill.
In the absence of those clinicians, it is difficult to deliver a
service, but | accept that there is room for improvement on
the 62-day target, which we are determined to deliver.

Ms Maeve McLaughlin: | thank the Minister for the
update. The recent statistics from Macmillan show that
survival rates in the North for people with lung, breast,
colon and stomach cancer lag behind some other
European countries by as much as 10 years. What is the
strategy or plan to tackle that stark statistic? Go raibh
maith agat.

Mr Wells: It is worth saying that, in Northern Ireland, we
are achieving remarkable outcomes on some cancers. For
childhood leukaemia, prostate cancer and breast cancer,
survivorship is way beyond 80%, which shows that we have
made remarkable advancements in the treatment of those
cancers. Taken as a whole, Northern Ireland can hold its
head up when it comes to overall survival rates, but | accept
that, for conditions such as lung cancer, pancreatic cancer
and ovarian cancer, we are still way behind where we

want to be. Our rates are similar to those in the rest of the
United Kingdom. | accept that in countries such as Sweden,
Norway and Denmark, where there are far more resources
available for cancer treatment — with commensurately
higher taxes, | have to say — the outcomes are better,

and we need to learn from those countries’ experiences.
However, we are certainly moving in the right direction as
far as cancer treatment is concerned.

The one issue that | do not have control over is staffing. If
the staff are simply not there and the qualified urologists
and oncologists are simply not available for recruitment,

it makes it difficult for the trusts to meet their targets.
Workforce planning, | am afraid, will become a more

and more dominant issue in health. | think that we have

11 workforce reviews on at the moment, and at almost
every level in the health service at the moment, we face
workforce pressures. The tide has turned inexorably in that
area, and we will have problems ahead. This is not about
money. | must make it absolutely clear: we have the money

to employ the specialists; we simply cannot get them at the
moment.

Mr McKinney: Can the Minister give a commitment,
similar to the approach taken in Scotland, that he can
relax the exceptionality criteria in the IFR process while
the consultation period continues and is adjudicated on to
allow access to life-extending drugs?

Mr Wells: That is a fairly valid comment. If he carefully
reads the statement that | made on the IFR report, the
Member will see that, implicit in that is a very significant
increase in the funding for cancer drugs; | think that it

is a trebling of the amount. That presupposes that the
new two-committee system that we are setting up will
have a much more flexible approach to IFR requests for
individual cancer drugs. Therefore, we are determined to
deliver on that, even in terribly difficult financial situations,
but remember that that will not greatly improve survival
rates. The vast majority of the drugs enhance and extend
life; very few of them save life. The comments that Mrs
Dobson has made will not be addressed by a more flexible
IFR strategy, but it will help those who have a terminal
diagnosis to live out their life on an extended basis and
more comfortably. That is a very valuable role that those
drugs perform. Still, the overall figures show that Northern
Ireland, particularly through the Belfast cancer centre, has
achieved so much in a very short period, and that is to be
welcomed. We should not beat ourselves up on this issue;
we are doing well.

Mrs Cameron: The Minister has already mentioned that
urology is a major part of the problem here: can he outline
what actions are being taken to make improvements in that
field?

Mr Wells: The main pressure points are in the Northern
and South Eastern Trusts. | expect both to take urgent
action to reduce the time that patients wait on a urological
pathway. That will involve moving urology services
temporarily to the Western Trust until issues in the
Northern Trust have been resolved. As a result of that
action, the number of patients waiting longer than 62
days on the urology pathway in the Northern Trust has
been reduced from 140 in August 2014 to seven in the
provisional reporting that the board issued at the end of
February 2015.

Last week, | was in Londonderry with the Irish Health
Minister, Minister Varadkar, and we inspected progress

on the new radiotherapy unit that is being built at a cost

of £69 million and has been partially funded by the

HSE in the Irish Republic. Once that is up and running

in the autumn of 2016, it will provide new capacity for
radiotherapy, not only for Northern and Western Trust
patients but also those from Donegal. It will also relieve
the pressure on the Belfast cancer centre. Therefore, we
should see a general improvement in treatment throughout
Northern Ireland. | was delighted to hear, when | was up
there last Wednesday, that it is on time. That will interest
the Chair of the Committee. The building will be state of
the art. Indeed, it will be the most modern radiotherapy
centre on the island of Ireland and, we think, in the United
Kingdom. Therefore, the people of the north-west will get
a marvellous new facility that will help in the diagnosis and
treatment of cancer for over 450,000 people.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: | remind Members that
question 11 has been withdrawn.
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Health Promotion

2. Mr Buchanan asked the Minister of Health, Social
Services and Public Safety what discussions he has had
about raising awareness of health promotion messages on
skin cancer and other conditions with organisations such
as the loyal orders and marching bands. (AQO 7962/11-15)

Mr Wells: | have invited representatives of the Grand
Lodge of Ireland and the Confederation of Ulster Bands
to meet the Public Health Agency and me to discuss how
public health messages can be disseminated to their
members. | also met Cancer Focus Northern Ireland

to discuss its initiatives to improve community health,
including its work with the Orange Order.

Mr Buchanan: | thank the Minister for his response.
Can he outline what particular conditions he envisages
progress being made with?

Mr Wells: The meeting with the Orange Order and the
PHA will provide an opportunity to discuss how we can
raise awareness around a number of health issues. Of
course, the vast majority of those who participate in
Orange Order parades and band parades are, basically,
male, and often young male. We are looking at issues
such as heart disease, stroke, diabetes, obesity, physical
activity, alcohol problems and, of course, the promotion of
smoking cessation.

We know that men are four times less likely to visit their
GP than women and, often, men find that, by the time they
do report with a condition, it is too late; it has progressed.
Therefore, we feel that it is important to get out into the
community and speak to young men in particular to
emphasise the importance of giving up smoking, drinking
sensibly and, more importantly now, reducing skin cancer,
which is now the most prevalent form of cancer in Northern
Ireland. Therefore, people who tend to be out in the sun

a lot need to be very careful to take protective measures,
whether they are marching or simply out enjoying the
countryside.

| was very enthusiastic about the Cancer Focus NI
initiative, which is to go out into the community, not just to
Orange and band events but also, for instance, to reach
those in the farming community. Male farmers tend to be
very loath to report a problem to their GP. For instance,

it visited the field during the sham fight in Scarva on 13
July, and it was in Markethill on the Twelfth, and it was
interesting to notice that it picked up conditions amongst
those members of the Orange, the bands and their families
that would have been missed had the Man Van, as it is
called, not been out in the field. | also understand that it is
exploring that initiative with the GAA. This is an excellent
opportunity of taking health provision to the community
and identifying conditions that, up to that point, would have
been missed totally.

Mr Cree: | am interested in the Minister's comments.
Minister, can you explain why there is effectively a
postcode lottery for people across Northern Ireland who
are diagnosed with things like skin cancer? It depends on
where they live.

Mr Wells: | would be very interested in the evidence of
that, because, in Northern Ireland, we have taken the
very sensible step of centralising acute cancer services
into the Belfast City Hospital cancer centre, and that
has led to a concentration of resources and skilled

clinicians, consultants etc in the one building. We have
had experience of that for about 10 years, and all the
evidence indicates that that has been the right way
forward. Therefore, someone in a trust who has been
diagnosed with a serious cancer should be referred to that
service, without any difficulty with a postcode. There is

no real evidence to indicate that people are being turned
away because they happen to live beyond Glengormley or
Carryduff or whatever.

The problem in the South Eastern Trust is the lack of
urological consultants, but, once the diagnosis has been
made, the South Eastern Trust is meeting its target — |
think that | quoted 97% earlier — of patients who are then
treated within the 31-day period. | would be very interested
in any evidence that he could give me of that happening.
From my point of view, the evidence is that we are moving
forward to a healthier society, with fewer of us dying from
cancer, as a result of that work.

| said this before, and | keep mentioning it, because | have
noticed that good news does not travel very fast out of

this Building. Last year, for the first time ever in Northern
Ireland, more people with cancer were alive after 10 years
than had passed on. That is very, very important — almost
a Rubicon that we have crossed. For the first time ever,
more people are alive than have died. Therefore, cancer
is rapidly becoming a long-term condition, rather than an
acute condition that leads, ultimately, to fatalities. We need
to keep that going, and we are doing well.

The Member for Upper Bann has highlighted an issue that
has caused me concern, and | am worried about what has
been said. We need to tighten up on the 62-day target, and
we owe that to the people of Northern Ireland. | know what
a worrying period those 62 days are for many people, and
we have to try to bring it down to a more manageable level.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: | remind the Minister about
the two-minute rule.

Mr McCarthy: The Minister now acknowledges the high
importance of the work of the Public Health Agency. Will
he reconsider the huge reduction in its budget of 15%,
which will leave it unable to provide the service that it has
heretofore?

3.00 pm

Mr Wells: We have moved a long way from the Twelfth
field at Markethill, assuming that it is still relevant to the
question. The 15% efficiency saving in the PHA is in
administration; | need to emphasise that. We targeted
administration as the way to make savings in the health
service without affecting front-line care. We examined
carefully the savings proposed by the PHA, and we believe
that they are achievable in a way that does not cause
difficulties to the essential work that we all recognise that
the PHA is carrying out. It will be a stretching target; |
accept that. Still, many of the programmes that the PHA
has been rolling out across the Province will remain intact
despite the huge difficulties we are in as far as funding is
concerned.

Oakridge Day Centre

3. Ms McGahan asked the Minister of Health, Social
Services and Public Safety what assurances he can
give that the Southern Health and Social Care Trust
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has sufficient capital in its 2015-16 Budget allocation to
provide a modern facility to replace Oakridge Day Centre,
Dungannon. (AQO 7963/11-15)

Mr Wells: My Department is in the final stages of
reviewing the business case for the replacement of the
Oakridge social education centre in Dungannon. Due to
current financial constraints, a number of projects under
consideration, like this one, cannot be progressed as
no funding is available. The timeline for completion will,
therefore, be dependent on appropriate business case
approvals and, ultimately, budget availability.

Ms McGahan: Go raibh maith agat. | thank the Minister
for his response. Minister, | am sure that you would
acknowledge that there is a need for a new facility in
the Dungannon area for those with learning disabilities.
| encourage you to visit Oakridge to see it for yourself.
Will the Minister commit to providing new and enhanced
modern facilities for those with disabilities in the
Dungannon area?

Mr Wells: | have promised the Member and Lord Morrow
that | will visit Loane House in Dungannon, so | could
easily combine a visit to Oakridge with that. | am sure that,
now that she has reminded me, my diary secretary will be
beavering away to ensure that that happens.

That project would have a capital cost of £3-5 million. For
next year, | have an entire capital budget of about £203
million. By the time you take in all that | have committed
to, and what my predecessor Mr Poots, and, indeed, Mr
McGimpsey, committed themselves to, that leaves us with
next to no money for any new initiative.

It is important to emphasise what we will be spending
money on in 2015-16. | mentioned the new radiotherapy
block at Altnagelvin; we are doing a new north wing in

the same hospital. A new Ulster Hospital general ward

and acute services block is costing us £210 million.

The Omagh local hospital will benefit some of the lady’s
constituents, and there are new health and social care
centres in Ballymena and Banbridge. There is the new
children’s hospital on the RVH site, and paediatric services
at Daisy Hill and Craigavon hospitals.

We are trying to squeeze as much as we can out of that
budget, but, in the absence of something happening post-
general election or some great success in the monitoring
round, it is difficult to see how | can commit myself to
that sort of funding. The Member will, of course, say

that it is only £3-5 million out of a £203 million budget.
However, | am sure that, in the Chamber, Members have
at least a dozen or 15 similar projects, and if | conceded
on this one, no doubt they would be in to see me to
demand similar treatment. | had a group in the other day
from Crossmaglen demanding similar provision in that
area. Both made the point, as you have, that the present
facilities are very poor. | accept that, but the present
budget does not give me much in the way of funding.

That is in the Southern Trust, to which a large range of
schemes have already been committed. For instance,
we are putting £16 million into the health-care hub in
Banbridge, £11 million into Craigavon for rewiring —

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: | ask the Minister to bring
his remarks to a close.

Mr Wells: — and a new scanner in Craigavon.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: Paula Bradley, can |
remind the Member that this is a very specific question to
a constituency?

Ms P Bradley: Thank you, Mr Principal Deputy Speaker.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: You are waiving your right.
| move on, then, to Mr George Robinson.

Suicide: Cross-departmental Support

4. Mr G Robinson asked the Minister of Health,
Social Services and Public Safety for his assessment
of cross-departmental support to address suicide.
(AQO 7964/11-15)

Mr Wells: The ministerial coordination group on suicide
prevention has helped to ensure improved cross-
departmental engagement in addressing suicide. Cross-
departmental work has taken place through sporting
organisations, rural networks and in justice settings,
libraries and schools. The group last met last week on 16
April, a meeting that | chaired, to consider the first draft of
the front-line intervention section of the suicide prevention
strategy that is in development.

Mr G Robinson: | thank the Minister for his answer. Will he
outline some examples of actions being implemented by
other Departments?

Mr Wells: | found the meeting last week — last Thursday
— to be very useful, and not because | chaired it. There
was buy-in from all of the Executive, which was shown by
the fact that Minister Durkan, Minister Storey and Minister
McCann were all present. If other Departments were not
represented by Ministers, a very high-powered group of
officials came along to represent them. We worked well
together.

The main work of the group is to refresh and update the
Protect Life strategy, which was rolled out over the last
two years. The good news is that the number of suicides
in Northern Ireland has dropped from about 303 in 2013
to a provisional estimate of just over 280 for 2014. That is
despite a situation in other parts of western Europe where
the numbers have inexorably grown. So, we believe that
the strategy is working. Therefore, the various activities
that have been carried out by the Departments have

been successful. However, we cannot be complacent,
because 280 — | think it is 286 — suicides have a hugely
devastating impact on a society the size of that in Northern
Ireland. It is reckoned that every suicide in the Province
affects 60 people directly, because of the close-knit
society that we have.

Therefore, | am pleased that at least we seem to be getting
some progress on this very difficult issue. The Lifeline
initiative has had 655,000 callers in the last year up to
February 2015, and interventions were required for 13% of
those callers. It is handling 2,244 calls per week. We are
putting a total of £7 million into the budget for suicide, and
almost half of that goes into Lifeline. At least there is some
encouragement that these policies are beginning to work.

Ms McCorley: Go raibh maith agat, a Priomh-LeasCheann
Combhairle. Gabhaim buiochas leis an Aire as ucht a
fhreagrai go dti seo. | thank the Minister for his answers.
An dtig liom a fhiafrai den Aire cén plé a bhi aige lena
mhacasamhail sa Deisceart maidir le cur chuige le déileail
le féinmharu agus le clar feasachta faoin fhéinmharu
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a chur chun tosaigh? What discussions, if any, has the
Minister had with his counterpart in the South in relation to
tackling suicide and the promotion of suicide-awareness
programmes?

Mr Wells: | had a very useful meeting with the Health
Minister of the Irish Republic last Wednesday in
Londonderry, in Altnagelvin Hospital. We found ourselves
singing from the same hymn sheet on this issue. Both
jurisdictions are bringing forward strategies to deal with
suicide. We are at different stages in the process, and we
agreed at that meeting that there was little merit in having

a joint all-island strategy but that there was huge meritin
officials from both jurisdictions getting together on a regular
basis to share best practice on this very important issue.

We identified that, on both sides of the border, the
particularly difficult area is males between 15 and

50, particularly unemployed males from socially and
economically disadvantaged areas, and the important role
that alcohol unfortunately played in suicides. Therefore,
both jurisdictions agreed that that was the core area that
we needed to analyse in particular. We are going to work
together to see what is best practice in the Republic and
Northern Ireland.

Mr McGimpsey: Bearing in mind the important role that
the Internet and Internet chat rooms have had in promoting
suicide, how effective have the Byron report and the Byron
task force been in bringing providers into some sort of
social responsibility to help us press down on what is one
of the scourges of our society?

Mr Wells: The Member has asked a very useful question.
If he was on my Back Benches, you would say it was

a plant. It is something that is incredibly important,
because unfortunately the growth area, as far as danger
to our young children is concerned, is in the Internet
and electronic media. There have been some extremely
worrying developments. As a recent BBC ‘Spotlight’
programme showed, several hundred young girls had
their Facebook images used for pornographic images.
Also, there was a report recently that showed that a high
proportion of eight-year-old boys have been exposed to
sadistic pornography, which is absolutely appalling.

Issues that were totally unheard of when many in the
Chamber were young are now rampant. That is why |
welcome strongly that the entire Executive — this is
unusual — have agreed to jointly fund a strategy on the
issue. The money — | think that it is £80,000 — has been
made available, and we are going to develop a strategy
for Northern Ireland. Without pre-empting that, | would like
to hope that the situation will arise that means that this
hard-core material, bullying and all the associated risks to
our young people will be automatically blocked unless an
adult registers to opt in to it. | simply cannot understand
why the big multinational Internet service providers allow
our young people to have unlimited free access to material
that is totally unsuitable and desperately damaging to
their emotional and physical welfare. | would like to think
that the lead that some Internet providers like Sky have
already adopted will be brought in for all the companies.

If someone wants to access this material, that is up to
them, but they need to register for it, and it needs to have a
blocking mechanism so that no one under 18 can see it.

Mr Dallat: | welcome the Minister’s answers so far.
Obviously, the subject under discussion is very serious,

and we welcome the reduction in suicides. Will the Minister
agree with me that early intervention for those people who
find themselves in this situation is absolutely critical? Will
he also agree that best practice, where it exists, should be
more widely known? For example, in the Holywell Hospital
in Antrim there is best practice, and at the Robinson
Hospital in Ballymoney there is best practice. However,
perhaps not enough people have access to those
wonderful facilities, where people go out literally into the
homes of those who are at risk and help them and, indeed,
save their lives.

Mr Wells: | recently attended a meeting in Gransha with
the Western Trust. It is quite clear that the Western Trust
is taking the lead on this issue. It worries me slightly that,
as you go around Northern Ireland, you see little pockets
of excellence being carried out by various trusts but not
much evidence of it being shared with the rest of Northern
Ireland. One of the things that the Western Trust told me is
that 72% of those who commit suicide in Northern Ireland
are totally unknown to the health and social care system.
That shows you how difficult it can be to identify those
who have mental health issues that can lead to suicide.
What is even more worrying is that over 40% of those who
subsequently committed suicide had presented to A&E
and were not picked up as suicidal during that visit. The
Western Trust was concentrating on that.

Another issue that | will highlight relates to the fact that the
majority of those who commit suicide in the Londonderry
area do so in the river. | congratulate the Western Trust for
taking action on that. For instance, it is putting up cameras
at the appropriate spots to identify those who perhaps

are considering suicide. The trust is making signs on

the bridges — it really is the bridges that are concerning
— more informative by giving warning to those who are
considering taking such drastic action. Foyle Search and
Rescue has told me that the vast majority of people who

it rescues have not slipped but have jumped into the river
and, therefore, are contemplating suicide.

Therefore, the Member is right to say that there are
examples of good practice. He mentioned the Robinson
Hospital, and | think that we need to disseminate this good
practice throughout Northern Ireland because we are still
losing far, far too many people to this awful situation.

Sleep Clinics

5. Ms Ruane asked the Minister of Health, Social Services
and Public Safety to outline what procedures are in place
for sleep clinic patients forced to wait for an appointment
beyond the 18-week time period. (AQO 7965/11-15)

Mr Wells: It is disappointing that some sleep clinic patients
are waiting longer for appointments. That is a particular
problem in the regional services that the Belfast Trust
provides. Again, that is due to staffing issues. The Health
and Social Care Board is working with the Belfast Trust

to expedite the transition of sleep clinic services to other
trusts to help waiting times. The Belfast Trust is also
making every effort to cover the workload until the staffing
issues are resolved; for example, by obtaining additional
limited capacity in Edinburgh.

Ms Ruane: Go raibh maith agat. Thank you. Gabhaim
buiochas leis an Aire as an fhreagra sin. | thank the
Minister for his answer. Can he detail the numbers waiting
and the action plan that he has for this serious matter?
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Mr Wells: | do not have the exact details on the numbers
that are waiting. We would have to obtain those from the
five trusts, but | am more than happy to write to her with
specific details and to provide a bit more update on what
we are doing to improve this service, particularly with the
link to Edinburgh and trying to take the load off the Belfast
Trust. | think that we are running out of time here.

Once again, we are in a situation where there is only a
finite number of experts on this issue at consultant level.
We are finding it hard to recruit. | am afraid that this issue
will come back time and again: the labour market in health
is tightening rapidly. From nursing to middle-grade doctors
to consultants, we are finding it very hard to recruit the
necessary staff. At the end of February 2015, there was

a total of 555 patients waiting for diagnostic sleep study,
and 128 of those had been waiting for nine weeks. A total
of 127 patients have been waiting for over nine weeks in
Belfast, and one in the South Eastern Trust area. | will
expand on those figures and send the Member full details.

3.15 pm

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: That ends the period for
listed questions. We now move to topical questions.

Post-mortem Services

T1. Mr Milne asked the Minister of Health, Social Services
and Public Safety how many families have been impacted
adversely by the lack of weekend and bank holiday post-
mortem services. (AQT 2371/11-15)

Mr Wells: Rev William McCrea, MP for South Antrim, has
raised the issue with particular reference to Antrim Area
Hospital and the distress that this can cause families.
Without prior notice, | cannot give the Member the figures.
Mr McCrea’s approach prompted me to make a mental
note to investigate the issue because it seems to be a
problem throughout Northern Ireland, apart from in the
major Belfast hospitals. We will investigate the issue

and see what can be done to help families in this very
distressing situation.

Mr Milne: Go raibh maith agat, a Phriomh-LeasCheann
Combhairle. Gabhaim buiochas leis an Aire as a fhreagrai
go dti seo. | thank the Minister for his answer. | appreciate
that this does not affect just my constituency; it happens
across the whole of the North. It is reassuring to hear the
Minister state that he will take a look at this. If a review is
needed, | ask that it is done as quickly as possible because
of the stress that it causes to the families concerned.

Mr Wells: Yes, | will look at this. Rev McCrea gave me
information on a very distressing incident that he was
involved in with a family from Magherafelt. No one could
give a definitive answer to the family. Unfortunately,

the deceased passed away at the weekend, and there
seemed to be a hiatus before anything could be done to
assist them. | suspect that that issue, which was raised

in the local media in mid-Ulster, is the one the Member

is referring to. You have to balance that with whether you
keep staff working over the weekend when there may be
very few cases to deal with. But, having heard from Rev
McCrea of the huge hurt that that particular issue caused,
| think it is something we should investigate, and | will do
that. It will not be a formal review but a departmental look
at where we are going on this. Remember that we do not

have direct control of all these issues, but we will certainly
look at it.

Abortion: Guidelines

T2. Mr Sheehan asked the Minister of Health, Social
Services and Public Safety where the guidelines on the
termination of pregnancy currently sit, given that, five
weeks ago, he said that he was working on them and that
he hoped to bring them before the Executive within a few
weeks. (AQT 2372/11-15)

Mr Wells: This is an incredibly difficult and complex

issue, as the Member will understand. It is inevitable

that whatever | decide will be judicially reviewed. If the
guidelines are perceived by some as being too weak,
those who campaign in the pro-life movement will judicially
review them; if they are seen as being too strong and
seem to others to be too pro-life, inevitably those in the
charitable and NGO sector in what is called the pro-choice
lobby will judicially review them. It is, therefore, very
difficult. We have been trying to deal with the issue for, |
think, nine years. Each time, obstacles arise because it

is such a difficult moral issue and one that many, many
people in Northern Ireland and their public representatives
feel exceptionally strongly about.

As far as the timeline is concerned, we are coming close to
a situation where we will be able to refer the guidelines to
the Executive for discussion, but | can assure him that that
will not be the last of it. We know from experience in the
House how frequently our constituents and lobby groups
go to the courts. | will, therefore, be very surprised if the
issue is permanently resolved within the year.

Mr Sheehan: Go raibh maith agat. Gabhaim buiochas
leis an Aire as an fhreagra sin. Does the Minister accept
that delay on the issue puts pressure on all the people
concerned, not least the health professionals?

Mr Wells: Getting this wrong will not help the health
professionals. If | issue a document that is immediately
referred to the High Court and that leads to long and turgid
judicial review, we still have a lack of clarity as far as the
clinicians are concerned. We all have vast experience in
the Chamber of legislation being referred for judicial review
and sitting for years before agreement is reached on the
way forward.

| will be honest with you: | think that this is the most difficult
issue that | have on my table at the moment in terms of
reaching a consensus that, | feel, will be deliverable in the
community. It is one that | have spent a huge amount of
time on and one that | would prefer to see resolved, but |
have to say that | cannot see that happening in my time as
Minister of Health and probably not in my successor’s.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: Question 3 has been
withdrawn.

Alzheimer’s Disease/Dementia: Support

T4. Mr Lyttle asked the Minister of Health, Social
Services and Public Safety how he intends to support the
Alzheimer’s Society’s Right to Know campaign, given that
there are around 7,000 people with dementia in Northern
Ireland who do not have a diagnosis, a quarter of people
who are diagnosed receive no information and support
and around 90% feel that the support that they receive is
inadequate. (AQT 2374/11-15)
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Mr Wells: | am very supportive of the Alzheimer’s
Society’s Right to Know campaign, and | work closely
with the charity in that field. We have to understand that,
whilst the percentage of people with Alzheimer’s is falling,
the overall numbers are rising dramatically, because we
are an ageing society. That puts tremendous pressure on
clinicians. A greater awareness of Alzheimer’s is combined
with larger numbers. It is, therefore, still a real challenge.
Northern Ireland has been commended as the best region
in the United Kingdom for making an early diagnosis of
dementia, so we are getting it right to some extent.

| have to set aside £35 million every year in the health
service budget simply to take account of the fact that we
are an ageing society. That gives you an indication of

the pressure | am under. We are making progress. | hear
regularly reports in the media of some breakthrough cure
or diagnosis for Alzheimer’s, and | really hope for success,
because, at the moment, there is no quick fix for this awful
condition, which is progressive and causes huge difficulties
for sufferers and their families. Nothing would make me
happier than to introduce some form of medicine that would
curtail the progression of the condition or better. We are
doing our best in difficult conditions, and we can stand up
proudly with the rest of the United Kingdom in what we
have achieved. Is that enough at the moment? No. Itis
becoming a more difficult issue as the years progress.

Mr Lyttle: | thank the Minister for his response and for his
support for the Right to Know campaign. In his assessment,
how far are we from achieving the key targets of the
campaign, which are a diagnosis for everyone with dementia,
a wait of no longer than 12 weeks between first appointment
with the GP and diagnosis and a dementia support worker or
equivalent for everyone at the point of diagnosis?

Mr Wells: Those are the aspirations of the Right to Know
campaign; it is not based on any clinical recommendations
from those directly involved. One of the reasons for that

is that it is extremely challenging to have a guaranteed
wait of only 12 weeks. To have a guaranteed nurse
practitioner looking after the patient is terribly demanding
in the present economic situation. | have to say that, when
| reveal the budget for 2015-16, there will be a lot of pain
for a lot of parts of Northern Ireland and a lot of concern
expressed about reducing services yet maintaining our
high standards of clinical care. | do not think that we are
yet in the position to deliver the Right to Know campaign’s
demands, which could be said to be legitimate, but we

will continue to ensure that people in Northern Ireland
with suspected Alzheimer’s are diagnosed as quickly as
possible and given the best care pathway in what is a very
challenging economic environment.

Health Service: Senior Staff Salaries

T5. Mr McNarry asked the Minister of Health, Social
Services and Public Safety to outline the salary increases
received by Northern Ireland’s senior health service staff
in the past two years, albeit that it is very interesting to
hear him mention the budget that he is going to reveal.
(AQT 2375/11-15).

Mr Wells: Our senior health staff have actually had pay
reductions because of the increase in their pension
contributions. | know that it is quite easy to criticise our
chief executives and directors, but the problem — the
Member will have to face up to this — is that we have

recently lost three very capable senior executives of health
trusts to England, where they offer packages that are way
in excess of anything that we are allowed to offer under
the guidelines issued by DFP. | am particularly annoyed
about losing one individual who, everybody in the House
accepted, was absolutely outstanding. If we are to retain
the best talent in Northern Ireland, we have to look at pay
and conditions. | know that it will be unpopular if | suggest
that they should be paid the going salary for the crucial
work that they do. However, | flag that up as an issue that
will arise in the future that | am particularly worried about.

Senior health staff all have contracts under which they

are permitted to receive statutory pay increases. | can
assure you that those have been very modest, and, taking
into account increases in their pension contributions,

all of them, as far as | am aware, have taken a pay cut.
There are two exceptions to that, because two trust chief
executives are also qualified consultants. They are on a
different pay scale to the non-consultants, which is why it
may seem that their pay is quite high. However, you should
remember that, if they were doing consultancy work with
some private add-ons, they would be receiving a very high
standard of pay.

| believe that we now have in place a very strong team of
chief executives and directors at all levels in the health
trusts. We have seen some quite remarkable turnarounds
and improvements in performance throughout the service
in Northern Ireland. One of my roles is to try to keep that
team together for as long as possible. That will be difficult,
given what | see happening in England, where that talent is
recognised in both status and pay.

Mr McNarry: | am not criticising anyone, least of all the
Minister. In fact, | join him in the encouragement that he
has given to the talent and the people we have.

There were revelations in England that some health
executives earned more than £1 million last year and that
directors were getting packages of up to £5,000 a day.

In light of what the Minister has said and to allow us to
compete, what increases does he have in mind over the
next two years for the category of staff that he has just told
the House about?

Mr Wells: We are looking at that, but | assure you that we
will never reach the situation where anyone in Northern
Ireland is paid anything like that amount of money. Some
of our top staff are in charge of budgets of £600 million or
£700 million — indeed, it is over £1 billion in the Belfast
Trust — and in their delivery, the better and efficient
management of their trusts and a more efficient delivery of
health-care provision, good chief executives or directors
can save more than their salary. Liam Donaldson’s report
stated clearly that we needed to recognise that talent.

It is not just me who recognises it. Chairmen of trusts
throughout England are eyeing up Northern Ireland for
potential transfer deals, if | can put it that way. That tells
me that we have some very capable and special staff in
Northern Ireland.

| want to flag up one other issue. Many English trusts are
moving to joint health and social care provision, whereas,
up to now, they have been split. Where is the only place in
the United Kingdom that they can get good, experienced
staff with skills in health and social care? It is in Northern
Ireland. Therefore, we have to watch out that more staff
are not lured to southern England. We need to look at that,
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but any change would, of course, need to fit in with broader
Northern Ireland public sector pay and have the approval
of DFP. It is a difficult issue, but | do not think that our top
staff are recognised sufficiently.

GP Services: Kilkeel

T6. Mr Rogers asked the Minister of Health, Social
Services and Public Safety what he will do, first, to
enhance out-of-hours services in Kilkeel through extra
funds for GP services so that Kilkeel becomes a model
for rural health care right across the North, particularly
given the Minister’'s comments about there being a lot of
pain, which was highlighted by a constituent who had a
lot of pain at the weekend and who was told to ring back
on Monday, which led to relatives phoning the emergency
number to get an ambulance, and, secondly, to create a
bit of flexibility around GP appointments, given that many
working people leave Kilkeel at 6.30 am and have no
access to appointments. (AQT 2376/11-15)

3.30 pm

Mr Wells: The Member for South Down'’s point is well
made. Indeed, that is the reason why, 10 days ago, |
announced an extra £15 million in funding for GP services,
including £3-1 million in additional moneys for out-of-hours
provision. The BMA and the Royal College of General
Practitioners have been lobbying the Department and me
on that. Indeed, on Thursday night, | was at a meeting with
the BMA at which the issue arose again.

| have seen the rotas for Kilkeel — it is a particularly
difficult area, where there are large gaps throughout

this month and beyond — and | can see the problems

that we are having. Many MLAs throughout the country,
particularly those in rural areas, have mentioned the
problem to me. We are hoping that the extra £3-1 million
will enable us to employ locums to provide cover in difficult
areas. In Kilkeel, as the Member knows, the options are
very limited. You go to Newry, Downpatrick, Craigavon

or wherever. It is a long distance to the other cover, and

it is therefore important that we plug the gaps in Kilkeel.
As he knows, this has been going on since last May. In
July, there were long shifts around the Twelfth fortnight for
which there was no cover, because staff were not available
to do it. That is why | am hoping that the £3-1 million will
have some impact on overall performance in Northern
Ireland. | do not want patients to be going to A&E at

Daisy Hill Hospital or Downe Hospital, because, on many
occasions, that is not what is required. We are simply
storing up trouble for down the road, as it were. We need
to improve out-of-hours provision throughout rural parts of
Northern Ireland.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: Time is up. That
concludes Question Time. | invite Members to take their
ease while we change the top Table.

(Mr Speaker in the Chair)

Private Members’ Business

Fuel Laundering
Debate resumed on amendment to motion:

That this Assembly expresses its concern at the
continuing high levels of fuel laundering, the organised
criminal activity surrounding it and the evident lack
of criminal prosecutions; notes the environmental
damage caused to the countryside; recognises the
financial losses suffered by Her Majesty’s Treasury
and legitimate fuel operators and the consequential
serious implications for the local economy; and calls
on the Minister of Justice to ensure action is taken at
every operational level to secure greater numbers of
prosecutions for this serious crime. — [Mr Bell.]

Which amendment was:
Insert after “economy;”

“further notes that legislation extending the role of
the National Crime Agency in Northern Ireland has
completed its passage at Westminster and that the
National Crime Agency must now demonstrate that
it will deploy its full powers and resources against
any and all persons or organisations involved in
fuel laundering and other organised crime;”. — [Mr
Attwood.]

Mr Ford (The Minister of Justice): | start by
congratulating the junior Minister Mr Bell, who has now
resumed his customary Front-Bench seat, on securing the
Back-Bench debate on this important topic. | welcome the
motion and the amendment before the House.

The debate is very timely, as it coincides with the recent
introduction of a new rebated fuel marker — the Dow
marker — on 1 April. That was the culmination of a
detailed joint project involving Her Majesty’s Revenue
and Customs and the Irish Revenue Commissioners. |
welcome that step at the outset. It is a very significant
development, and one that the Organised Crime Task
Force hopes will have a major impact.

The comments that | have seen locally have been positive
about the introduction of the fuel marker. As others said,
fuel laundering is a total scourge on our society. For

those who are buying laundered diesel, it may seem like

a victimless crime — a cheap fill-up, with nobody losing
out except the Government — but that is certainly not

the case. First, the loss of revenue to government is

very significant and important. As a number of Members
highlighted, fuel laundering in Northern Ireland costs the
Exchequer in the region of £80 million every year, although
it should be pointed out that, since excise duty is a non-
devolved issue, not all of the £80 million would be available
for services in Northern Ireland were it to be achieved.

There are other important aspects. There are the losses to
honest businesses: those who are either selling legitimate
fuel or in an industry such as haulage who are seeking to
compete with the criminals — that is what they are — who
are undercutting them through the use of illicit fuel. There
is the damage to the environment. As we have heard
repeatedly today, fuel laundering produces toxic waste,
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which is dumped with no regard for the potential impact on
the environment and on the health of people round about.

There have been a number of recent media reports about
fuel laundering. There is the direct financial impact locally.
The cost of cleaning up the waste, whether by HMRC,
DOE or local councils, is money that could be used for
more productive purposes. Additionally, it has been
established that this sort of fuel can damage vehicles.

A short-term saving can lead to major costs for vehicle
repairs in the longer term. There is also the very real
concern that that crime is supporting organised crime
groups and that some of them are using the profits to fund
other serious and organised crimes, such as drugs.

| think every Member who has spoken today recognises
those problems, so | now want to set out some of the
steps that are being taken across the justice system to
address the crime, but, before | do so, | should exercise
a little caution and remind people that excise evasion

is a reserved matter, and that responsibility for tackling
fuel laundering lies firmly with HMRC, which answers to
the Treasury for its results. A number of Members, such
as Lord Morrow and Mr Craig, suggested that it was
principally an issue for the Department of Justice. No; the
issue of excise evasion is excepted and is operational. It is
not really for the DOJ at all.

Lord Morrow: | thank the Minister for giving way. | did not
say that; | said the very opposite — that | accepted that it
was not a totally devolved matter.

Mr Ford: | thought that is what | said. The point is that it is
not devolved at all.

As chair of the local Organised Crime Task Force and as
Justice Minister, | do have a close interest in the subject,
and work is done within the OCTF to deal with the issue.

In response to Mr Attwood, there is no specific subgroup

of the OCTF dealing with waste, although the Northern
Ireland Environment Agency (NIEA) has attended meetings
of the OCTF, but waste is principally a matter for the NIEA.
There has been a co-hosted seminar between the DOJ and
NIEA, so there has been that kind of joint working.

The subgroup on fuel operates on a cross-border basis,
and, as | report regularly when | report on meetings of the
IGA with the Irish Justice Minister, the issue is discussed
regularly. | think it has probably been at every meeting
that | have held since | became Minister. Laundering also
features regularly at meetings of the full OCTF, and that
subgroup continues to do detailed work, bringing together
the relevant agencies, including the gardai and the Irish
Revenue Commissioners, to ensure the best possible
cross-border action.

My experience is that HMRC does have a clear focus

on the issue. The motion mentions prosecution, quite
properly, but we should note that disruption and detection
are also important parts of the process. In the past

three years, HMRC has found and dismantled over 90
laundering plants, but prosecuting those responsible is,
we accept, a difficult task. The nature of fuel laundering,
because most of it is automated, means that sites do not
need to be attended, making it difficult to identify those
responsible and achieve successful prosecutions. | visited
one particular plant as HMRC was breaking it up in south
Armagh, very close to the County Louth border, and it was
clear that, in that place, somebody could drive in a tanker
and connect up a hose to the filtration mechanism to an

underground tank, could drive back the next day and, in
half an hour, pump the proceeds into a different tanker.
These are not factories or industrial-scale processes with
large numbers of operatives available. That is why it is
frequently very difficult to catch people and, even if people
are caught, they are not Mr Big; they are the guy driving
the lorry for €100 or £100.

However, steps have been taken to improve detection.
HMRC now uses a scenes of crime officer to capture
evidence, and evidential pictures can be built up in
different sites over time. In addition, and contrary to the
impression that has been given here today, most notably
in the last contribution, from Jim Allister, there have been
prosecutions here — 53 prosecutions in Northern Ireland
since 2011, and a number of cases are pending. There is
clearly an issue of sentences, which | will return to later.

The new fuel marker introduced should have a significant
impact as well. No one is claiming that it is impossible to
remove, but HMRC believes that it is difficult to the point
that it should make laundering uneconomic. That view is
based on engagement with scientists at the Laboratory of
the Government Chemist — a full scientific assessment,
not the comments of those who might have interests in
other particular systems.

There is also an issue that has been raised today about
naming and shaming stations found to be selling illicit
diesel and the current legal position that they cannot be
named in such a way. | have written to the Exchequer
Secretary to the Treasury on it because | believe that it

is important that we should allow naming and shaming. |
hope to have a meeting with the new Exchequer Secretary
to the Treasury after the election.

Mr Humphrey: | am grateful to the Minister for giving way.
On that very point, does he believe that the Exchequer

is taking that view simply because it prevails across the
United Kingdom? | am sure that the Minister has made

the point to the Exchequer that the circumstance of the
land border with another EU country means that Northern
Ireland has to be treated as a separate case on this issue?

Mr Ford: | thank Mr Humphrey for that point. | think that
there is probably a case that Treasury does not view it
seriously enough because it is of much less significance
in other parts of the UK. The issue is not the question of
fuel being brought across a land border, which is at least
benefiting the Irish Exchequer, but the laundering process
that occurs close to the border on both sides, whereby
neither jurisdiction gets any financial benefit.

We also need to recognise the problem that people are
buying fuel because they think that they are getting a
bargain and do not realise the full implications. It is an
old adage that if the price of something looks too good

to be true, it probably is. In the case of fuel, if it looks too
good to be true, it certainly is. | appeal to businesses and
individuals who knowingly, half knowingly or with some
suspicion buy fuel to think about whom and what they are
supporting. | also warn people that if they know that they
are buying illicit diesel, they are committing an offence
themselves and can be dealt with by the courts.

HMRC has equipment to check storage depots, lorries and
cars, and it uses it. Furthermore, HMRC is undertaking a
tender exercise to strengthen that testing capability. The
new contract for forensic testing, which will be tendered
shortly, will have a requirement to have at least one
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accessible forensic site to allow same-day turnaround

on the laboratory condition tests that underpin the
roadside programmes. The benefit of roadside testing was
mentioned by Mr Ross, | think. That was part of the last
tender process, but in the weighting of different factors, it
did not emerge as the crucial issue. Clearly, the faster that
there can be a turnaround of testing, the better.

We need to ensure that all the relevant agencies work
together to fight this problem. HMRC is backed by the
PSNI, the National Crime Agency and others in tackling
this crime. They need the support of the public. We, as
MLAs, can help in that by giving a clear, public signal

of what needs to be done. Those who have suspicions
about a laundering plant or filling station can report it
anonymously to Crimestoppers if they fear for their safety.
The same goes for those who know of a business that is
using illicit fuel anywhere.

With regard to sentencing, my Department introduced
legislation that means that any excise evasion sentence that
appears to the DPP to be unduly lenient can now be referred
to the Court of Appeal. That was a response, in part, to

the view that sentences here were too low. HMRC and the
OCTF strategy group are monitoring the outcome of cases.
In addition, the judiciary has produced guidance cases on
tax evasion, so far specifically on tobacco. Furthermore,

duty evasion and smuggling is on the Lord Chief Justice’s
programme of action on sentencing. Where there is a
suitable case for further guidance on excise duty relating to
fuel, guidance will be issued. Decisions are, of course, for the
judiciary in individual cases, but the unduly lenient sentencing
provision is now available. HMRC is also reviewing the
penalties for those fuel stations that sell illicit fuel.

Finally, | should also mention that to take stock following
the introduction of the new marker, and in light of concerns
that have been expressed by different bodies and MLAs,
OCTF is planning a focused workshop on fuel laundering
before the summer. The Fiscalis European conference

will be held in June. It will be the second time that it is

held in Northern Ireland because of the work that is

being done by HMRC and the Irish Office of the Revenue
Commissioners, and the recognition across Europe of the
work that is being done here.

The amendment makes clear that the National Crime
Agency will now be fully operational in Northern Ireland. It
will come into place on 20 May. | believe that the NCA will
give all the support it can to the police and other agencies
in the fight against fuel laundering, as well as other
organised crime. | understand that work is now well under
way to ensure that the NCA is ready to work to the fullest
effect from day one. We should remember, in particular,
that a key part of the NCA's role will relate to asset seizure
— something currently not possible, even where the NCA
is able to operate in the reserved field.

Fuel laundering is a difficult problem that needs a joined-
up effort from all to tackle it. The introduction of the new
marker will help. OCTF will continue to focus on other
strategies. | believe that we are now in a significantly better
place than we were just two or three years ago. | support
the motion that is before the House and, although | might
quibble with the precise wording of it, | entirely endorse its
sentiment and that of the amendment. | commend them
both to the House.

3.45 pm

Mr A Maginness: | thank all those who participated in the
debate and who added to the debate on the amendment
brought forward by my colleagues in the SDLP. Let me
say that this is a very pernicious activity on the part of
criminals, and | accept what Mr Bell said, that, as an
Assembly, we should collectively send a clear message
to those criminal groups that their time is up. | believe that
this debate is appropriate and timely, because it sends

a strong message. As the Minister said, the introduction
of the new marker in relation to fuel will — | share the
Minister’s confidence — make it extremely difficult

for people to launder fuel as they have done hitherto.
Therefore, it is the right moment to send the right message
to the right people.

This is a criminal conspiracy that has been going on for
years, and it needs to end now. The effect of it has been
to corrupt, first of all, those involved in fuel laundering, but
also those involved in business because, at times, they
have been pressurised, forced and almost blackmailed
into using such fuel, receiving it and cooperating to some
extent. It has therefore corrupted legitimate business, and
that is wrong, cancerous and something that, | believe, we
should all try to end.

| hope that the introduction of the marker and the National
Crime Agency, with its full force and resources, will give
the public, and those engaged in business, confidence

to resist the pressures that there may be out there in the
community. It is very important for all of us to identify

this as criminality at its worst, and | take on board the
remarks made by Mr McCartney and Mr Lynch, on behalf
of Sinn Feéin, that they regard this activity as criminality.
Historically, however, the provisional republican movement
was involved in it: there is little doubt about that; it is

not even speculation. It is important that, if Sinn Féin
recognises this criminality now as a contemporary crime, it
should also recognise that, in the past, fuel laundering was
a historic crime.

It has had some very bad impacts on the environment; that
has been well outlined by various Members throughout the
debate. It has affected the natural environment, natural
watercourses and so forth. However, let me say this: with
the NCA, we now have an opportunity; it has the powers
that are required to deal fully with this crime. We in the
SDLP have suspected, in the past at least, that a light-
touch approach was taken to this form of criminal. | hope
that we are wrong; but there certainly was a very strong
suspicion that effort was not put in to deal with this type of
criminality. If that was in fact the situation, let it be in the
past. We now move to a new situation where the NCA can
show its mettle and really tackle this insidious crime, which
has so long dogged legitimate enterprise, business and
trading throughout Northern Ireland.

| will conclude simply by saying that | hope that all
colleagues in the House support our amendment, which
strengthens the motion.

Mr Ross: | thank Mr Bell, for setting the scene for the
motion, and the Members who contributed to the debate
today. As many Members mentioned, it follows on from
a debate on organised crime that my colleagues tabled
in the House of Commons at the beginning of March.

Of course, fuel laundering was a significant part of that
debate. Perhaps, this time next month, Mr Bell will be
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joining them on the green Benches at Westminster and
can continue some of the work he has started on these
blue Benches today.

This is a serious issue. There needs to be coordination
between the House of Commons and Stormont. This is
one of those issues that requires joined-up collaboration
among a number of agencies, whether it be the Police
Service of Northern Ireland, the NCA, the Department of
Justice here, the Ministry of Justice at Westminster and, of
course, HMRC. It is a crime that costs the UK £400 million
per annum. Here in Northern Ireland, as many Members
outlined, it is £80 million annually, according to the figures
that we have. As Mr Bell outlined at the beginning of

the debate, it accounts for 13% of the fuel trade here in
Northern Ireland, compared to only 2% in Great Britain.
As nearly all Members mentioned in their contributions,
there is an impact on the environment, the water supply
because of illegal dumping, and legitimate trade, and there
is a huge loss of revenue that should be going to Treasury.
Mr Bell put that in context when he said that the amount

of revenue lost is the equivalent of 857 nurses. It puts it in
some context when we learn of that.

One of the concerning themes throughout the debate was
the fact that a number of Members questioned why little
or no action has been taken against those responsible

for fuel laundering in Northern Ireland. Many Members
pondered whether a blind eye is being turned to that sort of
criminality. Mr Maginness asked whether there was a light
touch towards that sort of crime. That is something that
we have to be very concerned about. There is a saying
here in Northern Ireland that even the dogs in the street
know what is going on. Having followed Mr Bell’s Twitter
feed and his electioneering, | do not think that there is a
breed of dog that he has not talked to in his research for
the debate today. On a serious note, it adds to the level of
cynicism amongst members of the public if they feel that
this sort of crime is going on, they know who is involved

in it, but they do not see those individuals being brought
before the courts and, ultimately, being put behind bars.
Indeed, as one Member mentioned, when we hear reports
of the fact that, before the law authorities arrive at one of
the plants, laptops have been destroyed and papers have
been removed, it suggests that somebody was tipped off.
That adds to the cynicism that there is, perhaps, in the
public; | have certainly picked up on it during the debate
here today.

Mr Bell talked about it being a crime with consequences.
That is a hugely important comment; it is not a victimless
crime. The profits being made from fuel laundering quite
often fund illegal terrorist activity; they fund organisations
that are intent on destroying and murdering people in our
community. He also raised the concern about the lack of
prosecutions and convictions. That theme ran through the
contributions of all Members this afternoon.

Mr Attwood, in proposing the amendment, which we, on
this side of the House, are comfortable with supporting,
spoke of the importance of the NCA now operating in
Northern Ireland. That is a positive contribution that the
SDLP has made. It is unfortunate that it took so long, but
we are there now; that is the important thing. He said that it
is important that no individual or organisation be off limits.
He suggested that this piece of work is a test for the NCA
and that the public will be looking for action. That is right.
He talked about the plants that are active in south Armagh,

the 50 tons of waste being dumped and their capability of
producing significant amounts of illegal fuel annually and
yet only one arrest has been made. If anything comes out
of the debate today, it is our frustration that we do not see
convictions of those involved in that illegal activity. He also
talked about the need to seize the assets of criminality;
something that the Minister mentioned in his contribution
as well. He also talked about some of the other counterfeit
materials, whether that be tobacco or alcohol. | will resist
talking about the impact that plain packaging will have

on making it easier for counterfeit tobacco products in
Northern Ireland.

In Mr Lynch’s contribution, he condemned those involved
in illegal fuel laundering and called them criminals, but,
interestingly, he did not say that he would support the
NCA in trying to put those criminals behind bars. That is
where Sinn Féin is becoming increasingly isolated in the
community; it will not support the NCA in tackling not just
fuel laundering but a range of crimes that are affecting
people across Northern Ireland. Mr Beggs talked about —

Mr Attwood: Will the Member give way?
Mr Ross: | will.

Mr Attwood: Returning to Mr Maginness’s point, if Mr
Lynch now maintains that any republican involved in fuel
laundering is a criminal, would it not be very important to
hear from him and his colleagues today that any republican
ever involved in fuel laundering was and is a criminal?

Mr Ross: One would imagine that that logic would follow.
Indeed, when Sinn Féin talks about those involved in
terrorism today being wrong, it follows that those involved
in terrorism in the past were also wrong. | am quite sure
that that point will not be lost on the public.

Mr Beggs made the point about the dangers of fuel
laundering to public health. He talked about the toxins that
are released into the countryside and the water supply.

He appealed for those with information to bring it forward.
Indeed, to follow on from the point, given that Sinn Féin
has said that those involved in this sort of activity are
criminals, it follows that it should also be encouraging
people to bring information forward to the police. Mr Beggs
asked what is going on with law enforcement, which is a
theme that, as | said, many Members raised.

Mr Dickson, who along with me tabled the motion on the
NCA that was successfully passed at the beginning of
February, said that he hopes that the tide has turned,
pointing out the number of fuel plants that have been
dismantled and the fact that the cost of fuel is coming
down. As much as | would like to agree with Mr Dickson
— | hope that he is right — | will point out that a number
of individuals are concerned at the type of activity that is
going on and that, although we are discovering fuel plants
and shutting them down, we are not necessarily seeing
convictions. | think that the public would want to see fuel
plants being shut down and people being brought in front
of the courts and put behind bars. The cost of fuel has
come down of late, although | suspect that that will not
last for too long with the manipulation of the market in the
Middle East. The people who are involved in this sort of
activity are making huge profits. That will continue, and |
do not think that that situation would deter them.

Mr Dickson and the Minister talked about the fuel markers,
but Mr Bell pointed out at the beginning that there are
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serious concerns about whether the type of marker that
the Government favour is the best available. As the
Minister acknowledged, | mentioned the lack of roadside
capability. | think that that is important if we are to tackle
this properly. | know that, in a House of Commons debate,
many Members pointed to some of the technology that the
Brazilian Government were able to use to help to counter
the illegal fuel trade there. Mr Dickson, in concluding,
called on Sinn Féin to “tell us what you know.” | think that
many Members would agree with that.

Lord Morrow said that it is a tragedy that we are discussing
this issue here once again. It shows that little improvement
has been made. He asked whether south Armagh is a
no-go area for law enforcement agencies and whether
HMRC is too scared to go there. If HMRC is to do its job
properly, it is important that it is given support from other
law enforcement agencies. | think that we all want to see
HMRC go to areas of south Armagh where perhaps it is
not particularly welcome and tackle this issue head on.
That is hugely important.

Mr McCartney said that he supported his colleague Mr
Lynch’s comments, and he warned the House against
media reports with unnamed sources. He did not, of
course, question that this type of activity is going on, nor
did he say that he would support the NCA in tackling it.
That is important to note as well.

My colleague Jonathan Craig, a member of the Policing
Board, of course, talked about the role that fuel laundering
profits played during the Troubles. He said that those
profits were used to bankroll the Provisional IRA. That
point was also made by Mr Alban Maginness who, in

his conclusion, talked about the lucrative nature of the
business and the complex escape tunnels, lookout posts
and material at the fuel laundering plants. Those again
show the sophistication in some of the plants that are
making this illegal fuel.

Mr Patsy McGlone talked about the poison of the toxins
that are released, and he made the important point that,
where this activity is going on, people are poisoning their
own communities. It is the people who live beside them
and who the launderers are friendly with and, in many
cases, related to who are suffering from these toxins being
put into their waterworks. | think that that it is an important
point. He also, in common with other Members, asked why
nobody is ever at the fuel plants when they are discovered.

Mr Allister spoke about a number of issues. The Minister
highlighted the difficulty in catching people in the act,

as these plants operate independently, are automated
and can be unattended. However, Mr Allister pointed out
that many ordinary farmers are caught out in some of
their activities by satellite imagery. He asked why similar
technology cannot be used to see plants where large-
scale lorries and tankers are coming and going at different
points of the day. | am quite sure that there is technology
that could see where that kind of activity is going on and
that would help law enforcement agencies to bring those
people to book. He said that it was inconceivable that this
level of fuel laundering was going on with nobody knowing
about it. He finished by calling for tough guidelines in the
event of a conviction. | am sure that all law-abiding people
would concur with that.

4.00 pm

The Minister spoke about a number of issues. | think that
it is important that we look at whether fuel stations that
are selling illegal fuel should be named and shamed.

| do not buy the argument that they are changing their
supplier every other week. Therefore, | think that they
have a responsibility to ensure that the product that they
are selling is legal and has its duty paid. We will watch
progress on that with interest. It is important that we

do not take our eye off the ball on this issue. There is
concern across the community, and | look forward to more
convictions in the future. | certainly give my support to the
law enforcement agencies in tackling the issue.

Question, That the amendment be made, put and agreed to.
Main Question, as amended, put and agreed to.
Resolved:

That this Assembly expresses its concern at the
continuing high levels of fuel laundering, the organised
criminal activity surrounding it and the evident lack

of criminal prosecutions; notes the environmental
damage caused to the countryside; recognises the
financial losses suffered by Her Majesty’s Treasury
and legitimate fuel operators and the consequential
serious implications for the local economy; further
notes that legislation extending the role of the National
Crime Agency in Northern Ireland has completed its
passage at Westminster and that the National Crime
Agency must now demonstrate that it will deploy its
full powers and resources against any and all persons
or organisations involved in fuel laundering and other
organised crime; and calls on the Minister of Justice

to ensure action is taken at every operational level

to secure greater numbers of prosecutions for this
serious crime.
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Mr Speaker: The Business Committee has agreed to
allow up to one hour and 30 minutes for the debate. The
proposer of the motion will have 10 minutes to propose
and 10 minutes in which to make a winding-up speech. All
other Members who wish to speak will have five minutes.

Mr Eastwood: | beg to move

That this Assembly notes the potential for a hung
Parliament following the Westminster elections; further
notes that the votes of Members of Parliament from
Northern Ireland could be critical in relation to the
formation of the next Westminster Government; and
calls on all Members of Parliament returned from
Northern Ireland to play their full part in achieving

the best possible outcomes for Northern Ireland, in
particular in relation to the block grant and welfare
provisions.

| am glad to move the motion this afternoon. It is quite
clear that this is one of the most interesting Westminster
elections that we have seen in quite a while. For the

first time in a long time, people here can have a say

in what type of British Government are formed, what

type of policies they will follow and what impact that will
have on us here. We are all very good here at blaming

the British when we run out of money, and we are very
good at, rightly, recognising that the Tory cuts have been
detrimental to our people and that the welfare cuts have
had a very real and dangerous impact on the people of the
North. If we recognise that, we have to recognise that that
is where the decisions are being made in relation to those
key areas of budget and welfare. The logical outworking of
that is that we go there, as a starting point, and that we go
there to maximise our influence to best serve the people of
the North. That is what the SDLP intends to do. We want
to join others in a kind of Celtic coalition to help lock David
Cameron out of Downing Street. | think that would be a
good result.

We have heard people in the Chamber, people on protest
rallies and people from trade unions talk about the impact
that the Tory Government have had in the North, whether
on the welfare system or on our block grant. When we
are offered the opportunity of an election in Westminster,
whatever some of us might think about the fact that we,
unfortunately, still have to go to there to represent our
people, | think it is incumbent on all of us to take up that
opportunity to put the case and get the best possible deal
for people here.

The Tory Party has said that its very first act would be to
reduce the benefit cap. If that is going to be its first act, |
worry very much about what its second, third, fourth and
fifth acts will be. | think that the potential Tory Government
or Tory/UKIP Government, with, maybe, the DUP as

well, are determined to reduce even further the welfare
provisions for the most vulnerable; they are determined to
reduce even further the pay and conditions for our public
sector; and they are determined to reduce the size of
government. We all know what kind of an impact that will
have here and on people in constituencies like my own that
suffer unemployment issues and suffer as a result of bad
government and bad politics. We are determined to make
our voice heard; | encourage other people to do the same.

| ask the DUP to make it clear that, if it is within its gift,

it will not allow a Tory Government to do what they

have been doing, multiplying the impact on the people
here. Equally, | ask Sinn Féin to review its policy of
abstentionism, because, if it is able to sit in here and

Dail Eireann, how does that not apply to Westminster? |
understand that people can be abstentionist if they want,
but | do not think that there is a consistent message

in sitting in here while there is still no united Ireland. |

do not understand. If there is a place that people need

to be represented in, people need to go and do that
representing. We need to join with the other progressive
forces across these islands in trying to prevent another
Tory Government and trying to support a Labour
Government that will do the right thing because we make
sure that they do the right thing. What we need to look for
from the negotiations that, | think, will be inevitable after
the Westminster election is a proper, better and fairer deal
for the North.

What should the Barnett consequentials of the HS2
project look like if we get them? Based on DFP’s figures,

it should be £1-3 billion for the North of Ireland. Imagine
the infrastructure development that we could put in place
with £1-3 billion. People talk about welfare all the time.

We need to tackle welfare dependency, and the best way
to do that is to put people into work. The way that you put
people into work is by investing in infrastructure and skills.
We want a deal that ensures expanded university provision
and expanded infrastructure investment right across the
North, so that places like Derry can begin to properly
contribute to the economy of the North, therefore reducing
the welfare bill and leading to all the positive things that
flow from that. We would also like to see a city deal for
Derry — my colleagues from other cities will allow me this
indulgence — that will allow us to ring-fence funding and
borrowing powers for people in Derry and to implement all
those things that we would like to see happen.

| have another major worry about this election. One of the
potential Governments that are talked about is one made
up of the Conservative Party, UKIP and potentially the
DUP. What would that end up with? It would end up with
there being a referendum on Britain’s involvement in the
European Union. Does anybody in the House think that

a British exit from the European Union would be good for
Britain or here? When we are sitting with a land border
with another jurisdiction that is part of the European Union,
| cannot understand how that would be a positive thing

for the North of Ireland. In fact, look at the direct funding
that came from the EU between 2007 and 2013. It was
£1-3 billion in single farm payments; £330 million through
the Northern Ireland rural development fund; £18 million
through the European Fisheries Fund; £180 million through
Peace lll; over £300 million through the European regional
development fund; £165 million through the European
social fund element; and £77 million through INTERREG
IV. That is without even talking about the benefits from
doing trade with other member states. After this election,
we are potentially looking at a Conservative/UKIP/DUP
alliance that would allow for an exit from the European
Union. People in Northern Ireland should be very scared
of that, and, in our view, the only way to stop it is to ensure
that we have a Labour Government in Downing Street, one
that have their feet held to the fire by progressive forces
from the Celtic areas around here.
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| am an Irish nationalist and | would love not to have to go
to Westminster. | would far rather go to our own national
Parliament in Dublin, but the fact remains that power
rests with Westminster, and, as democrats, we will go to
Westminster to try to get the best possible deal for our
people. We will go to Westminster to try to lock David
Cameron out of Downing Street and ensure a progressive
alliance in the next British Government. | hope that others
will hear the call and join us in that fight.

Mr D Mcllveen: | welcome the opportunity to speak to
the motion, which is very timely as we come up to 7 May,
and the election draws ever closer. | listened with interest
to what the proposer of the motion said, and | think that
the issue of Europe needs to be looked at very quickly.
Amongst those who wish for the status quo with Europe
to remain, there is hysteria about the very prospect of a
referendum, but, importantly, there has not even been
any agreement at this stage on what the referendum
question would be. Given that, at this point in the election,
we do not know what will happen on 7 May in any great
form, we have to be careful not to allow ourselves to get
drawn into an almost hysterical position on what our future
relationship with Europe would look like. That broader
discussion will definitely need to happen, but | am not
convinced that this is the time to do it.

That said, | welcome the Member’s premise. It is very
telling, and it will not go unnoticed by the electorate, that
there are people, even in the Assembly, who are very
vocal in their opposition to the so-called Tory cuts, but,
when they have the opportunity to make their voices heard
in the national Parliament, they refuse to do so and miss
that opportunity. The electorate’s patience is growing thin.
| believe that, in this election, the electorate will be looking
not only at those who are shouting the loudest but at those
who are backing up their words with actions.

This is a unique opportunity, and the precedent has been
set. The Member for Foyle makes a very good point in that
Northern Ireland is within the United Kingdom — long may
that be the case, as far as | am concerned — but, while
that is the case, what excuse do the parties that do not
take their seats have, because the precedent has been set
in other places?

If we look at the Israeli Parliament, for example, there is

a very strong Israeli Arab representation, and it would be
easy for those people to throw their hands in the air and
say that they do not agree with the state and what it is
doing, so they will absent themselves. However, what they
say is that they can make a difference in the Parliament
and can have the voices of their people heard. They back
up their words with actions in the way that they do so. |
struggle to see what the abstentionist parties really feel
that they are achieving by taking that stance.

There are more important issues for us to look at. What
can be achieved by strong Northern Ireland representation
in the Mother of Parliaments in Westminster? From our
point of view on this side of the House, we are putting the
economy at the very centre of what we want to achieve,
and we want to use our influence to ensure that Northern
Ireland continues to prosper and to be looked on as a
serious contender when it comes to foreign companies
investing and creating wealth. The ability to set our own
rate of corporation tax would be a hugely beneficial tool
in making that grow even more. However, there is a huge
question mark over whether, in the short to medium term,

that will turn out to be the case while there is a continued
failure on the part of some parties in the Assembly to
face the realities that are being forced on us in relation to
welfare reform.

| recognise that the Member for Foyle made specific
mention of our party, and | am glad that even the
nationalist parties are recognising that it looks like the DUP
will be a strong contender for kingmaker when it comes to
the next term. The Member will not be surprised to learn
that | share his confidence. It is so important. This is a
once-in-a-generation opportunity. Indeed, it is a once-in-
a-century opportunity for the parties of this island to have
a real influence on the affairs of the national Parliament.
That can be done only by returning a large, united group of
people to Westminster. | believe with all my heart that the
party on this side of the House is the only party that will be
able to do that.

415 pm

Ms McCorley: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle.
Beidh mé ag caint in éadan an ruin seo inniu. | say at the
outset that | oppose today’s motion. | oppose it because,
first, it is based on a false premise. It presupposes that
there is a worth in taking seats at Westminster, that there
is an impact and value to doing so and that it somehow
reaps benefits for the people in the North. | have seen no
benefits come to the North as a result of people taking
their seats at Westminster, but it is up to them to do that.

| represent West Belfast in the Assembly, and | can only
say that | do not hear that from anybody there. Nobody has
raised it with me — not once. Gerry Adams went before
the people of West Belfast for many, many years, and he
got a resounding endorsement on an abstentionist ticket.
Nobody wanted Gerry Adams to take his seat, and that

is the case throughout the North. Nobody who votes for
Sinn Féin wants Sinn Féin to take seats in Westminster,
because they do not see it as having value. Paul Maskey is
going in front of the electorate in a few weeks’ time, and |
am sure that he will receive the same ringing endorsement
as Gerry Adams had before him. | am convinced of that.

The leader of the party that tabled the motion, Alasdair
McDonnell, is not here today, and | am a bit disappointed,
because | would like to have heard from him. | read in

a paper that he is in the bottom 10 out of 645 MPs at
Westminster in attendance for votes. That tells me that he
does not have much confidence in the system either. If he
has confidence in it, why is he not there using his vote to
make the impact that, he feels, it would have? | would like
to hear from Alasdair about why he is not here today to
extol the virtues of taking his seat in Westminster. | thought
that that might have been useful. However, we will go on
and see whether he appears.

As for influence, Sinn Féin has participated in all the major
negotiations and all the big political decisions that affect
people in the North, and we have done that successfully
without taking seats in Westminster. It has not been a
requirement; actually, it has not even been relevant. We
have had the Good Friday Agreement, the Hillsborough
agreement, the St Andrews Agreement and the Stormont
House Agreement. All five of the main parties here, plus
the two Governments, signed up to the Stormont House
Agreement without a mention of Westminster. It was just
not part of the equation. Therefore, it does not matter that,
out of that, people then reneged on their agreements; the
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fact is that agreement was made. It is a major agreement,
and it is one that we need to get back to.

Mr Frew: | thank the Member for giving way. Will she tell
the House why her party is so frightened to take its seats
in the House of Commons? Is it the case that you cannot
get by and around the swearing of the oath?

Mr Speaker: The Member has an extra minute.

Ms McCorley: | tell the Member that we are not frightened;
we just do not see it as relevant. We are Irish republicans,
so we want to have influence on the island of Ireland.

That is where the sphere of influence lies, not in a British
Parliament, and | will unashamedly stand by that, as will
my colleagues in Sinn Féin. As for the oath of allegiance,

| have no desire to take any oath of allegiance to a British
Crown. That is my position and my party’s position. It is

up to other people to decide whether taking an oath of
allegiance to a British Crown assists the people of Ireland.

Mr Beggs: Will the Member give way?
Ms McCorley: | will.

Mr Beggs: Has the Member any interest in the taxes that
are raised from her constituents? Is she aware that there
are different oaths that can be sworn?

Ms McCorley: Sorry, | did not quite get the first bit of what
you said.

Mr Beggs: Is she interested or concerned about the taxes
that can be raised by Westminster, which can significantly
affect her constituents, or, indeed, about the levels of
benefits that are set at Westminster that, ultimately,

we largely have to follow? By her absence, is she not
accepting that she is leaving that to others? Furthermore,
is she aware that a variety of oaths are available at
Westminster if she happens to have a particular difficulty
with the oath that most of us are content with?

Ms McCorley: In terms of taxes, what | and my party
would like to see is more powers devolved to the North
so that we could make our own decisions here. Whatever
about what happens in Westminster, we will call for more
powers to be devolved to the North, where we can make
decisions for ourselves and not be beholden to decisions
made by a Tory Government.

The part of the motion that | agree with is where it calls on
all the people elected to come together to make the case
for the best outcomes for people in the North. That is what
Sinn Féin does; it is what we do every day. Everything we
do is for making best outcomes for people in the North,
and we do that without taking seats in Westminster.

Mrs Dobson: | am a confirmed and unashamed unionist. It
is my firm opinion that, whether we face a hung Parliament
or a massive majority for Conservative or Labour, every
Member elected from Northern Ireland should, as the
motion states, seek at all times:

“to play their ... part in achieving the best possible
outcomes for Northern Ireland”.

When the last Labour Government left power, Liam Byrne
left a note for his successor as Chief Secretary to the
Treasury stating:

“Dear Chief Secretary. I'm afraid there is no money.
Kind regards — and good luck! Liam.”

The world economic situation meant that austerity was
inevitable, regardless of who was in Downing Street.

A Labour Government in 2010 would still have had to
implement austerity policies. The collapse of the eurozone
devastated the economies of the Republic of Ireland,
Greece, ltaly, Spain and Portugal. The reality we face is
that, in a bid to balance the books, there have been cuts
in public spending in every English region plus Scotland
and Wales, as well as Northern Ireland. We receive a
subvention of £10 billion per year in Northern Ireland. The
price of the Union is that we share in the national wealth
when times are good and carry our share of the burden
when times are not so good.

With regard to welfare provisions, there is no bottomless
pit of money. We really must seek to put in place the
welfare state we can afford. Since its inception in the post-
war consensus of 1945, it has expanded massively and
expensively. It should be a safety net and not a lifestyle
choice. We should reform all aspects of public services

to ensure that we deliver value for money and operate as
effectively as possible.

It should go without saying that every Northern Ireland

MP elected to Westminster should at all times seek to
represent and do the best for his or her constituents. It is
in the Mother of Parliaments that key decisions are taken
on taxation, welfare and defence. That is what makes Sinn
Féin’s policy of abstention futile. How can you complain
about the impact of a policy when you could not be
bothered to turn up when it was being debated? Instead

of sitting on the green Benches of Westminster, Sinn Féin
MPs adopt an approach of sitting on their hands. Would it
not have made more sense to take their seats in the House
of Commons and engage in debates on issues such as the
Budget, taxation and welfare reform? There was a time
when republicans pledged “No return to Stormont”, yet
here we all are. Perhaps one day they may take their seats
at Westminster and represent the people who choose to
elect them. The work done at Westminster is vital to daily
life in all corners of our nation.

It is the duty of all the 18 individuals elected from Northern
Ireland to go to Westminster to participate fully in debates
and Committees. No matter what the result of the election
on May 7 is, whether there is a clear victory for one party
or a hung Parliament, the Ulster Unionist Party will not
seek to exploit our fellow citizens in the rest of the United
Kingdom. A stable Union is the most important result

a good unionist should hope for in the election. Ulster
Unionist MPs will be responsible citizens of the United
Kingdom and will defend, promote and advance the Union
at this time of immense uncertainty. While our MPs will
seek to do the best they can for the people of Northern
Ireland, we will also work in the best interests —

Mr Dickson: Will the Member give way?
Mrs Dobson: No, | have almost finished my speech.

We will also work in the best interests of our country

as a whole. In the event of neither Labour nor the
Conservatives securing a majority of seats in the House of
Commons, the Ulster Unionist Party will not go to Downing
Street holding out a begging bowl. Ulster Unionist Party
values are not an auction item available to the highest
bidder.

Mr Dickson: | welcome the opportunity to take part in the
Assembly’s election broadcast on behalf of the SDLP, the
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Ulster Unionist Party, the DUP and Sinn Féin, whether they
are taking their seats or not.

We have had five years of Tory-led Government in
Northern Ireland. It is difficult to describe them as good
years, whether it has been cuts, foreign policy or a wide
range of other issues that that Government have embarked
on for all citizens in the United Kingdom. | welcome the
opportunity for a change of Government in Whitehall, but
the wording of the motion somewhat perturbs me. It calls
for Members to be returned to seek:

“the best possible outcomes for Northern Ireland”.

Surely that is what the 18 Members of the last mandate in
Westminster must and should have been doing. Certainly, |
know one Member who has been doing that: Naomi Long,
the Member for East Belfast. She has been delivering

for the citizens of Northern Ireland and for the people of
East Belfast. She voted in over half of the divisions in the
previous Parliament, and she has been a strong voice for
progressive politics in many areas. She influences, and,
if Sinn Féin wants to know about welfare cuts and why it
feels that its abstentionism has benefited the citizens of
Northern Ireland, you only have to look to the record of
an MP like Naomi Long, who has influenced legislation at
Westminster to the point of change.

Of course, let us look, by stark contrast, at the party that
tabled the motion. Its leader has only voted in 27 % of the
Divisions. In fact, Dr McDonnell cost the taxpayer over
£3,000 for every vote that he makes in Westminster. | will
leave it up to the Members of this House to decide whether
that is money well spent or not. How on earth can we be
expected to take lessons on influencing government from
the SDLP, when it only shows up for 27% of the votes?
Perhaps Dr McDonnell can confirm to the electorate — of
course, he is not here today — whether he will continue
the shameful double-jobbing, providing a poor service to
his constituents and ignoring the consensus thatiitis a
disgraceful situation to maintain.

That brings us to the elephant in the room: the party

that stands for election but does not take its seats. The
party that complains, grandstands and allows us to be
vulnerable to Tory cuts but cannot bring itself to do the
right things and represent its constituents where it matters.
All that stands in stark contrast to the Member for East
Belfast, Naomi Long. She does not have two or three jobs,
she has one job: representing the citizens of East Belfast
with energy, enthusiasm and dedication. She will do that
again in this election.

Itis time that Members of Parliament, whatever party they
come from in Northern Ireland, stop taking out the begging
bowl and, instead, want to be returned as confident
Members of Parliament to try to move this country forward.
| hate to pour cold water on the coalition ambitions of the
parties here, but what sane party of national government
in the United Kingdom would go near either the DUP or
the SDLP? The DUP is a party that talks about British
emblems and symbols but wishes to exempt Northern
Ireland from the social progress made in the rest of the
United Kingdom and is keen to ignore British values of
liberal democracy and tolerance. It is a party that does not
have a single female candidate.

The SDLP is similar. It has a leader whose views on a
range of issues would likely see that Member excluded

from its sister party. It cannot even keep to its word here
in Stormont on such key agreements as the Stormont
House Agreement, so how on earth would any national
Government trust it in Westminster? Of course, ultimately,
Sinn Féin is just a bystander in the real politics of
Westminster, never mind its baggage.

4.30 pm

Once again, this should be about taking Northern Ireland
forward, stepping out and stepping up on behalf of all the
citizens of Northern Ireland. Sadly, the citizens of East
Belfast cannot have the choice of Mrs Dobson’s party
because it is not standing there. This is not about cash;
this is about building a Northern Ireland that all our citizens
can be proud of, a Northern Ireland that will stop being the
illiberal backwater it is so often perceived as, so that we
can play a meaningful and proud role representing all the
citizens of Northern Ireland.

Mr G Robinson: First, | congratulate all my party
colleagues who are outgoing Members of Westminster

as they have represented Northern Ireland consistently
and with dignity in the Mother of Parliaments during the
last few years and more. | believe that, whether or not
there is a hung Parliament, DUP Members will continue to
argue Northern Ireland’s case and seek the “best possible
outcomes” for Northern Ireland. At least my party MPs
are in their Westminster seats to argue Northern Ireland’s
case, week in and week out.

| am confident that MPs who are returned for the DUP will
continue a tradition of not hitching their political wagon

to any single political party unless the needs of Northern
Ireland are being fully addressed, particularly from an
economic and austerity point of view. The concerns
about the block grant and welfare provision have to be
part of any discussions in the event of a hung Parliament,
regardless of others’ wish lists. | am confident that all
returned DUP MPs will have Northern Ireland’s best
interests at heart and will be arguing the case for the
additional funding required to continue the improvement in
our local economy.

Mr Beggs: Will the Member give way?
Mr G Robinson: | am finished.

Mr Hazzard: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle. |
was not expecting to be called so quickly.

Coming into the Chamber for the debate this evening, |
prepared myself to listen to all the great achievements
that have been grasped from the hands of power at
Westminster by the various parties. | am not surprised,
however, that | have not heard anything. The BBC leaders’
debate last week featuring the parties from Britain is a
stark illustration of the complete failure of local parties to
make any impact whatsoever at Westminster. There was
no voice and no concern for local issues, and | thought
that it was a very pertinent example of how local issues
simply do not hit the political radar when it comes to the
Westminster political elite. To pretend anything else is a
complete fallacy, and | think that parties are simply horse-
trading for votes ahead of an election when they talk about
being kingmakers.

The DUP likes to believe that it will be the kingmaker in
a new Government; it talks itself up, but it is complete
nonsense. | think that there is an awakening in Britain as
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well, in that people are starting to realise and to ask who
exactly they will be getting into bed with when it comes to
the DUP. It is a party that would undoubtedly look to set
back the clock on civil rights across these islands; itis a
party that, in recent weeks, has been involved in race rows;
and some of its leadership figures believe that the earth

is not older than 6,000 years. | think that that is starting to
resonate in Britain and that people are starting to ask who
the DUP is. This is the party, of course, that, amongst its
leadership, has climate change deniers as well. | think that
some of the questions will start to shine a light.

From the SDLP, there is such hypocrisy. Last week,

when its leader was questioned on his very, very poor
attendance record, he said that his constituents do not
want to see him sitting in Westminster. That is exactly
what Sinn Féin is saying. You are wasting your time
talking to yourself on the green Benches at Westminster.
Anything that people have gathered has been gathered
from direct negotiations, be it the devolution of policing and
justice powers or the devolution of corporation tax that is
eventually coming. It has been direct negotiations with the
British Government, and that is exactly what it is.

My colleague has outlined some of the issues around

the principles of this. It goes without saying that a British
Parliament never has, does not, and never will have any
right to adjudicate over Irish affairs. We stand firmly behind
that. It is one of the reasons why, as a party, we received
the most votes at the Westminster election last year. It is
not as if, as one of the Members claimed recently, we are
somehow conning the electorate. We go to the electorate
as proud Irish republicans. Since Countess Markievicz
was elected the first female to the Westminster Parliament
and did not take her seat, we do not take our seats at
Westminster.

Mrs D Kelly: Will the Member give way?

Mr Hazzard: | will not be giving way, no. We will not be
taking our seats at Westminster: it is as simple as that.

| am not surprised at the SDLP. | know that when the late
Eddie McGrady died, Seamus Mallon was on the radio
talking about how they used to miss votes at Westminster
because they were off seeing matinees in the West End

in London. Then they have the cheek to say that we are
somehow not representing our party or constituents if

we are not over in Westminster. Well, you are not even

in Westminster. You are at West End matinees and
everywhere else. It is about being truthful to the electorate
and to the people we represent.

It is important that we look to repatriate as many powers
as possible away from the London-centric elite and back
home to Ireland, because it is here in Ireland that we are
going to build the society that the previous Member was
talking about, in the interests of our people.

Mr D Bradley: Go raibh mile maith agat a Cheann
Comhairle as an deis labhairt sa diospoireacht seo inniu.

| will begin by responding to some of the points made

by other Members. Ms McCorley and Mr Dickson have
criticised Alasdair McDonnell’s attendance record at
Westminster. Alasdair McDonnell has been at Westminster
for 100% of the votes on Northern Ireland, which is

where he is elected to represent. He is not elected to
represent north-east England or south-west England: he

is representing South Belfast. Any vote pertinent to that

region has been attended and actively participated in by Dr
McDonnell.

Sinn Féin makes much of its view that it does not
recognise the British Parliament, yet we have seen its
members, down through the years, running back and forth
to Downing Street. That is a de facto recognition of the
British Government.

Mr D Mcllveen: | thank the Member for giving way. Would
the Member agree with me that Sinn Féin appears to
have some degree of amnesia when it comes to the issue
of what goes on in this place? The Education Bill, which
was recently brought forward by the previous Member’s
Minister, starts with the words:

“BE IT ENACTED ... by the Northern Ireland Assembly
and assented to by Her Majesty”.

Surely this is a clear indication that to make a viewpoint
that the British have no say in the affairs of Northern
Ireland is utterly insane.

Mr Speaker: The Member has an extra minute.

Mr D Bradley: | thank the Member for his intervention.
Hypocrisy has never troubled Sinn Féin in the past, and
| do not see why it should begin to trouble it now. Ms
McCorley makes much of the fact that negotiations are
carried on between the parties here, but what does she
say after that?

“it does not matter that ... people then reneged on their
agreements”.

What a statement to make. | am sure the Irish language
community, who have no Irish language Act because
people reneged on their agreements, will not welcome that
statement.

The descent by Mr Hazzard into insulting the memory of
Eddie McGrady is hardly worth comment. It speaks for itself.

Mrs D Kelly: Will the Member give way?
Mr D Bradley: | will.

Mrs D Kelly: Does the Member agree that it is no wonder
that the electorate is confused over Sinn Féin’s stance of
not taking its seats at Westminster, when it has taken its
seats here and in the Dail, even though, over the years, it
said it would not do so. Is it not the case that the only time
that Sinn Féin negotiates with the British is for an on-the-
runs letter or a royal prerogative of mercy?

Mr D Bradley: The Member makes very good points.
There is little doubt that we will be facing a hung
Parliament and that MPs returned from this region will play
a decisive role in the formation of a new Government.

David Cameron wants votes from the DUP to add to a
coalition with UKIP. Sinn Féin, of course, will not be there
and will make things easier for the Tories — that is, if it will
not be there. There seems to be some confusion about
that. Michelle Gildernew says, “Never say never”. Mickey
Brady says, “The policy is always open to review”, just as

it was in the case of Leinster House or just as it was in the
case of this House. These are the people who used to sing:

“take it down from the mast, Irish traitors”.

They used to sing that to the Irish Labour Party, Fianna
Fail and Fine Gael. Now they are busting their backs to get
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into Leinster House. We can see who makes the U-turns. It
is certainly clear to me.

The SDLP is the only —
Mr Hazzard: Will the Member give way?

Mr D Bradley: You did not give way to Mrs Kelly, so | do
not see why | should give way to you.

The SDLP is the only party in this region that has said that
it will be there with the Scottish Nationalist Party, with the
Welsh nationalist party, Plaid Cymru, and with the Greens
to work with the Labour Party to ensure that it does the
right thing by our people here. We will hold the Labour
Party true to its values and ensure that we begin phase 2
of the peace process — the prosperity process. We clearly
outlined that in our manifesto.

We will stand against the serious threat UKIP poses to our
relationship with Europe. To judge UKIP, all we have to

do is look at some of its representatives here in Northern
Ireland. | need say no more. Even more than England,
Scotland and Wales, we here have a deep and unique link
with Europe, mainly because of our trade relationship with
the Republic. Not many people will be aware of this, but
the Republic is the biggest source of inward investment for
Northern Ireland. Any change in the link with Europe would
be devastating for us here, and people on all sides of the
House should remember that.

The SDLP has stood firm on welfare reform and will
continue to do so in the next Parliament. Our MPs voted
against Tory Budgets of fiscal responsibility, which would
enforce £30 billion of cuts on the next Government —

Mr Speaker: Thank you. The Member’s time is up.
Mr Dickson: Will the Member give way for a moment?
Mr Speaker: The Member's time is up.

Mr D Bradley: We voted against the welfare cap, the
bedroom tax, and we will do so again. Thank you, Mr
Speaker.

Lord Morrow: We as a party will obviously support the
motion. | congratulate the SDLP on coming to the reality
of the situation. It has been denied up until today’s debate.
It is simply this: yes, potentially, the DUP will have a big
influence on the forming of the next Government and,
indeed, will perhaps even decide who will be Prime
Minister of the United Kingdom. | say to the SDLP,

“Well done. You were a wee bit slow in coming to it, but,
nevertheless, you are there now”.

It was interesting to listen to Mr Hazzard. He was bouncing
about, hitting everybody and sundry as he thought. This
thought came into my head: when you throw a stone into
a pack of dogs, you always know the one you have hit.

It is the one that gowls the loudest. That is just how Mr
Hazzard came across. He obviously now sees the new
dawn breaking, but his colleague Michelle Gildernew
seems to be a step ahead of him, because she is already
paving the way for Sinn Féin to do another about-turn and
U-turn. She has said, “We will never say never to taking
our seats in Westminster”. Now, of course, that is not what
Mr Hazzard is saying; he can never see the day when
Michelle Gildernew and co will go in and take their seats.
Michelle Gildernew can see the day coming, and maybe
Mr Brady agrees with her; | do not know. We will perhaps
hear from him on that subject later.

It is patently obvious that, when things become clear after
this election and when all is said and done, it will be the
DUP that will have the greatest influence of any party

from Northern Ireland. That has been accepted, | think,

by everybody who has spoken. They might not have used
those words, but that is quite clear. Why do we say that?
We say it because we know that Sinn Féin, at the present
time and perhaps for the next Parliament anyway, has said
that it will not take its seats. So it goes out and gets people
to elect it not to take its seats.

4.45 pm
Mr Dickson: Will the Member give way?
Lord Morrow: Right, OK. Come on.

Mr Dickson: On the point of Sinn Féin not taking its seats,
| am sure that Lord Morrow will agree with me that the
hundreds of thousands of pounds that have been taken

by way of expenses for those seats that are not taken in
Westminster is a sort of halfway house between taking
your seat and not taking your seat. Perhaps he would like
to comment on the sums of money that have been put into
the coffers of Sinn Féin by the British Government and the
British Parliament that they will not take their seats in.

Mr Speaker: The Member has an extra minute.

Lord Morrow: Thank you. Mr Dickson made a very good
point. He does not always make good points, but he has
done it today. [Laughter.] Sinn Féin not taking only goes so
far: when it comes to taking the cash, we will have that all
right. We like that; we like the smell of that and we like the
pounds. Therefore, the expenses are very good, and they
will have those.

Returning to the debate, the reason why we say that a
strong DUP team will have the biggest influence of any
party in Northern Ireland is simple. The SDLP have
already made it very clear that they are tied to the Labour
Party, so they are already bought and sold. Sinn Féin will
not be there, as we have said, at least for this Parliament.
All the other parties are far too small and insignificant
and so will have absolutely no influence. They will take
their seats, and rightly so, but they will have absolutely no
influence at all. Therefore, in a hung Parliament, it will be
left to the DUP, potentially, to be kingmakers. There are
those who might want to deny that, but reality sometimes
speaks much louder.

In the motion, we have an opportunity, and that is why we
are enthusiastic about voting for it. The motion states very
clearly that it:

“further notes that the votes of Members of Parliament
from Northern Ireland could be critical in relation to the
formation of the next Westminster Government”.

Every pundit and opinion poll to date has suggested that it
will most likely be a hung Parliament. All the pollsters are
united on that issue. Therefore, we can see that Northern
Ireland could and maybe will have a real influence after the
next election.

Mr Dickson spoke about the Member who will leave

her seat on 7 May, who, he said, has put in a great
performance. Well, all good things come to an end, and
that will be the case for Naomi on 7 May. However, there
are others. Her successor will carry on and do a superb
job in the Houses of Parliament.
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Sinn Féin tells us that they are opposed to austerity and
do not want welfare cuts or anything like that. What did
they do to try to stop them? Absolutely nothing. They
would not speak to the Government, the people who make
those decisions, and it was left to the DUP and others to
try to influence the Government and say that the austerity
measures were too steep. The result was that we were
influential in making many changes to those measures.
Hence, they let down the working-class people of Northern
Ireland, whom they claim to represent.

Mr Speaker: The Member’s time is almost up.

Lord Morrow: They turned their head, looked the other
way and walked away, but, come the new Parliament, the
DUP will not do that. We will stand up tall and strong for
the people of Northern Ireland. The House can be assured
of that.

Mr McKinney: | begin by recognising the opposition to
the motion of Sinn Féin. Rosie McCorley stuck rigidly to
her view. It has been said by other Members who spoke
that perhaps she and Chris Hazzard could have had a
conversation with Mickey Brady, who is sitting two seats
down, or with Michelle Gildernew in Fermanagh and South
Tyrone.

The comments from the Sinn Féin Members in this room
are fixed; they have said that they will not take their seats.
Therefore, are they saying, when the opportunity comes,
as it has in the past, for elected Members from Northern
Ireland to go to Westminster to vote against war, that Sinn
Féin will reject that opportunity?

Well, you have heard it here. Sinn Féin would be given the
opportunity to vote against war, like the SDLP did.

Mr Hazzard: You saved Iraq, all right.

Mr McKinney: And you sat in your seats, all right, but they
were in comfy back kitchens somewhere and you had no
impact. Are you also saying that, given the opportunity

of taking the concerns of the hard-pressed people of
Northern Ireland and the vulnerable people of West
Belfast, North Belfast, Derry and Strabane right to the
heart of those who write the cheques, Chris Hazzard, were
he elected in South Down, would not go and defend those
people? Not that he will get elected in South Down, now
that we are into party election broadcasts.

Mr Hazzard: Will the Member give way?
Mr McKinney: Yes, | will.

Mr Hazzard: The Member’s sister party was in power for
over a decade. Name me one time that your party was
able to get a favour for vulnerable people in the North.

Mr McKinney: You have done absolutely nothing. We
have —

Mr Hazzard: Your sister party was in power for over a
decade —

Mr Speaker: Order. All comments must be made through
the Chair.

Mr McKinney: | will answer it. Chris Hazzard is enjoying a
life here in politics that follows 40 years of violence that his
party supported and which the SDLP said had to come to
an end. We said that politics was the only answer and that
peace was the only answer. During the political process,
we said that power-sharing was the way forward. What did

Sinn Féin say about that? They rejected it all and came
kicking and screaming to it. What did we do through our
influence at Westminster? We furthered that proposition,
and we helped deliver devolution here.

What we need to do now is make sure that devolution is
beginning to work. How can we do that when the block
grant is being strangled by a Tory system that would be
supported by the DUP, by the way? Remember, once
again, that it is also being supported by a vote for Sinn
Féin. A Sinn Féin vote in an abstentionist position gives
more power to the Tories to cut. [Interruption.] You might
laugh, Chris, but do not laugh when you meet the people
from the Downe Hospital tomorrow who will have to listen
to you on the one hand saying, “We feel your pain” but on
the other saying that you will do nothing about it.

Mr Hazzard: Will the Member give way?
Mr McKinney: | will.

Mr Hazzard: The Member has raised health. When the
Health and Social Care (Reform) Bill went through the
Assembly, Margaret Ritchie was missing for 15 of the 16
votes. What did Margaret Ritchie do for health when it
came to it?

Mr McKinney: Margaret Ritchie’s record in standing up
for the people of South Down does not take any criticism
whatever. You will not be there, and, by saying what you
are saying, you make an argument for going. Maybe now
you are listening to Michelle Gildernew, and maybe now
Mickey Brady would like to intervene and explain where he
stands in relation to all this.

Mr Brady: Will the Member give way and | will explain?
The remarks | made were taken totally out of context.
When asked the question, | said, “All policies can be
reviewed” — “all policies”, not “a policy”. | wish that people
would stop misquoting me because it suits their purposes.

Mr McKinney: And that policy, of course, will include
abstentionism or non-abstentionism, eventually, potentially,
maybe.

| return to the comments of the proposer of the motion,
Mr Colum Eastwood, who spelled out exactly what the
situation here is. The poll of polls in the newspapers at
the weekend showed that the Tories and Labour are both
on 34%. There will be a hung Parliament, potentially.
While the DUP spells out everything that that will do for
them potentially, Colum has articulated what, | think, is
at the core of a lot of this. A lot of inequality is emerging
out of the Westminster dialogue or concept, and that
inequality is affecting the north of England, Scotland,
Wales and Northern Ireland. There is room for a Celtic
coalition. Through that vehicle, there is room for the
argument that it is undermining our vulnerable people, our
economy and our people in general to be put forward. A
Labour Government with that number of seats and with
conversations from us will be able to put a strong case.

Mr D Bradley: Will the Member give way?
Mr McKinney: Yes, | will.

Mr D Bradley: Does the Member agree that it is time

that the peace dividend, which was much talked about

in the past, was delivered? Does he also agree that the
beginning of the next Parliament will be a good occasion to
argue and ensure that that peace dividend comes? All that
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we have had until now is sleight of hand in an economic
pact, and no real new money has come.

Mr McKinney: | value the Member’s contribution. The
reality is that we sit here today with an economy that is
66% public sector and 34% private sector. It is a weakened
situation and is exactly the reverse of the Republic of
Ireland. That 66% public sector is being constrained, and
it would be constrained further by a Tory Government. As
the SDLP articulated in its manifesto and will articulate
going forward, we want a prosperity process. Remember,
as | said, that it was an SDLP problem-solving approach
that made the difference and said that violence would

not pay and that, if anything, violence was destroying this
place and pushing a united Ireland even further away.
The aftermath of that has continued to do so. You only
have to look at the strain on our health service and on our
people with major mental health difficulties. You have the
republican movement to thank for much of that.

Mrs D Kelly: Will the Member give way?
Mr McKinney: Yes, | will.

Mrs D Kelly: Like me, has the Member discovered on

the doorstep that, by and large, people are concerned
mostly about our public sector, health, education and good
services? At least our party stood up and voted against
the Budget that Sinn Féin endorsed in recent Assembly
debates.

Mr McKinney: Sinn Féin would have loved the opportunity
to say that it voted against that in Westminster, but it
cannot do that, because it will not take its seats. That is
why it loves the concept of taking all that into a side-deal
scenario.

Mrs D Kelly: They are there for the wine receptions.

Mr McKinney: You are right: they are there for the

wine receptions, but they would love to take it off into a
side-deal scenario where they could try to negotiate for
themselves — ourselves alone — but not for the people of
Northern Ireland and not for ambition for here.

All those years ago, it was the SDLP who said that
violence was wrong. It was our plan for power-sharing.
Now that you are quoting Séamus Mallon, you will recall
“Sunningdale for slow learners”. It was our plan for power-
sharing way back in the 1970s that culminated in the
political developments in the later part of the last century.

Mr Bradley’s point is absolutely right: the Westminster
Government employed, if you like, a fire-and-forget policy
for devolution. They gave us the power, and now they are
cutting the purse strings. The SDLP, for one, will be at the
forefront against that agenda in Westminster, not sitting in
a back kitchen.

Mr Sheehan: What have you been doing up to now?

Mr McKinney: We have been doing it and winning the
arguments. We will continue.

Mr Speaker: Will the Member bring his remarks to a
close?

Mr McKinney: When we said, “End violence”, you all said
no. You all said that it would not be power-sharing. Now
you are all saying no when we talk about a prosperity
process. We will win the argument.

Question put.

Mr Speaker: Standing Order 27(4) provides that where,
within a reasonable time:

“two tellers for one side but not the other have been
nominated, the determination of the Assembly shall be
that of the side which has nominated the two tellers”.

The motion is passed.
Resolved:

That this Assembly notes the potential for a hung
Parliament following the Westminster elections; further
notes that the votes of Members of Parliament from
Northern Ireland could be critical in relation to the
formation of the next Westminster Government; and
calls on all Members of Parliament returned from
Northern Ireland to play their full part in achieving

the best possible outcomes for Northern Ireland, in
particular in relation to the block grant and welfare
provisions.

Adjourned at 5.05 pm.
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The Assembly met at 10.30 am (Mr Speaker in the Chair).

Members observed two minutes’ silence.

Executive Committee Business

Pensions Bill: Further Consideration Stage

Mr Speaker: | call the Minister of Finance and Personnel,
Mr Simon Hamilton, to move the Bill on behalf of the
Minister for Social Development.

Moved. — [Mr Hamilton (The Minister of Finance and
Personnel).]

Mr Speaker: As no amendments have been tabled,
there is no opportunity to discuss the Pensions Bill today.
Members will be able to have a full debate at Final Stage.
The Further Consideration Stage of the Pensions Bill

is therefore concluded. The Bill stands referred to the
Speaker.

Committee Business

Sickness Absence in the Northern Ireland
Public Sector

Mr Speaker: The Business Committee has agreed to
allow up to one hour and 30 minutes for the debate. The
proposer of the motion will have 10 minutes in which to
propose and 10 minutes in which to make a winding-up
speech. All other Members who are called to speak will
have five minutes.

Mr McKay (The Chairperson of the Committee for
Finance and Personnel): Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle. | beg to move

That this Assembly approves the report of the
Committee for Finance and Personnel on its review of
sickness absence in the Northern Ireland public sector;
and calls on the Minister of Finance and Personnel, in
conjunction with Executive colleagues, to implement,
as applicable, the recommendations contained therein.

| find myself once again speaking about a report by the
Committee for Finance and Personnel that identifies huge
potential savings for the public purse at a time when we as
a government face significant budgetary pressures and the
restructuring of our public sector. The Committee’s cross-
cutting review of sickness absence in the local public
sector has identified potential savings of approximately
£37 million a year for the public purse if average sickness
absence rates in our Civil Service, health trusts and the
education sector are brought into line with those of their
equivalents in England, Scotland and Wales.

Before | outline the Committee’s key findings and
recommendations, let me explain the background to

the work. The review arose from a referral by the Public
Accounts Committee of the Comptroller and Auditor
General’s report in 2013 on sickness absence in the local
public sector.

The 2013 report provided an initial evidence base on
performance against targets for reducing sickness
absence in the Civil Service, health trusts and the
education sector here, compared with equivalent bodies
in Britain. The Finance Committee built upon this through
coordinated scrutiny of existing policy implementation to
identify good practice and procedures as well as potential
areas for improvement. Evidence was received from the
Audit Office, DFP and the Institute of Public Health in
Ireland, as well as from the other Assembly Statutory
Committees in relation to their respective Departments.
The Committee also received evidence directly from the
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health sector, commissioned research on various issues
and took account of up-to-date statistical data.

In contextualising the findings, we first have to recognise
and accept that people do and will get sick. | also wish

to highlight that the Committee’s work identified a lot of
positives, including the fact that there has been progress
in developing and introducing good practice policies and
monitoring systems. Some individual business areas

have been very successful in reducing absence rates.

The statistics show that a majority of civil servants have
no recorded sickness absence throughout the year and
also that senior managers now appear to be giving greater
priority to compliance monitoring. However, whilst the total
cost of sickness absence in these areas of the local public
sector amounts to around £150 million per year, it has to be
stressed that the potential savings of £37 million per year
are on the basis of simply matching the performance of
comparable bodies across the water. The figures that were
provided by the Audit Office are stark, and the conclusion
cannot be ignored. More needs to be done, and the
Committee’s recommendations will assist in this regard.

On the key statistics, while there seemed to be a
downward trend in absence figures in the Civil Service

up until 2012, when they levelled out, there has been a
consistent failure to meet the overall targets. For example,
in 2013-14, the actual average number of days per staff
lost due to sickness absence in the Civil Service was 10-1
set against a target of nine.

The sense that emerges from the Committee’s
investigations is that the key reason for the failure to
achieve overall targets is because good practice policies
have not been applied robustly and consistently enough
within and across all Departments, health trusts and the
education sector. However, some hopeful signs appear to
be emerging in this regard.

| take the Department of Finance and Personnel as a case
in point. While the Department as a whole has been unable
to meet targets set for absence levels, we have noted some
potential success stories from the Committee’s scrutiny

of performance at a business area level. For example, the
corporate services division indicated that the departmental
target may soon be met, thanks to a new partnership
approach to absence management between HR partner
teams and line managers, and an e-learning training
programme. The Committee looks forward to seeing the
fruits of this very soon and for lessons learned to be applied
across the entire Civil Service should it prove successful.

Similarly, in the health sector, in noting the previous
limitations of the monitoring systems, members were
encouraged to learn that the new HR payroll, travel and
subsistence reporting system was being rolled out in an
effort to address the poor monitoring and reporting of
sick absence, as well as a mixed performance by health
trusts in meeting targets. The new system, once fully
established, will also assist with target setting.

The Committee would also like to see further
benchmarking with comparator health bodies in other
jurisdictions where possible, taking into account the
different job profiles and health-care structures across
different organisations. In catching up with other parts
of the public sector, the Committee would also like to
see health trusts publishing details of their performance
against sickness absence targets going forward.

In respect of the education sector and the other Civil
Service Departments, | am sure that the various
Committee representatives will wish to outline their
respective findings during this debate. Suffice it to say

at this point that a number of similar issues and themes
emerged across the Departments, although it is important
to note that different staffing profiles and job roles can
impact on general comparisons being made across those
different sectors.

I now turn briefly to what is, undoubtedly, the nub issue

— the impact of long-term absence, especially due to
mental ill health. That has been identified as an area for
particular attention, with nearly 30% of working days lost
due to sickness absence being attributed to anxiety, stress,
depression and other such conditions. While we might
expect that some public-sector roles, such as paramedics,
firefighters and social security advisers, are more stressful
than others, the reasons why mental ill health is such

a significant cause of absence needs to be thoroughly
researched to identify and tailor solutions at a local level.
For its part, the Committee has highlighted preventative
measures, early intervention and health and well-being
programmes that have rolled out across the public sector and
which could assist in driving down absence in that regard.

The Committee has noted how certain health and well-
being initiatives, including the WELL programme, Carecall
and welfare support, are having an effect. Members also
look forward to seeing the results of the sickness absence
recording tool, which could accelerate support to those
experiencing work-related stress, which surely will be

a focus, given the forthcoming voluntary exit scheme

and public-sector restructuring. Indeed, the Committee
has identified a risk that sickness absence could rise
without sufficient support for staff who remain in post
after significant numbers leave through the forthcoming
voluntary exit schemes.

In terms of further areas for progress, there is a need for
increased focus on preventative and early intervention
measures. That includes a roll-out in the consistent
application of innovative and proven initiatives such as
the mental health first aid programme and cognitive
behavioural therapy. Clearly, mental ill health is the area
that efforts should be focused on, as previous programmes
in that regard do not seem to have had the desired impact
on the figures. |, therefore, look forward to hearing the
Minister respond on that point, including his comments on
any additional or new approaches.

Another preventative area that | am keen to see advanced
relates to health and well-being initiatives, such as the
Cycle to Work and Caloriewise schemes. | firmly believe
that those will yield benefits in the longer term, but only if a
strategic and joined-up approach is taken.

Similarly, the Committee highlighted evidence on how
flexible working can improve work/life balance, generally,
and, in particular, on how flexible location working, utilising
technology, can assist in enabling the earlier return to work
for some people who are on long-term sick leave.

| conclude by pointing out that the Committee has
recommended a number of practical actions that need

to be taken to restore the downward trend in sickness
absence rates in the local public sector. They include the
roll-out of pilot health and well-being programmes, which
have demonstrated the potential to contribute to reducing
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absence rates; proactive employee engagement on further
measures in that regard; the systematic adoption of early
intervention measures; more use of flexible location
working; continued focus on compliance with procedures
and monitoring performance; the application of lessons
from the public and private sectors across all Departments;
and the regular evaluation of sickness absence policies
and programmes against developing good practice.

| look forward to hearing the contributions of Members and
commend the report to the House.

Mr Speaker: | call Mr Paul Givan.

Mr Girvan: The sickness absence report very much came
on the back of an Audit Office report, which highlighted
the matter. Suffice it to say that there has been a general
reduction in the number of days lost since 2006. It has
gradually been going down. Unfortunately, it has not quite
reached its target. | appreciate that the target set for

last year was just 9-7, and it failed to hit that. It reached

an average of 10-1 across the Civil Service as a body. |
appreciate that there would be £37 million of identified
savings if we were to achieve the same figure of 7-6
average days in GB, but | do not see it as just £37 million
savings. | see it as a productivity saving as opposed to
actual money saving, because | appreciate that the pay will
still go on. So, | see it as a productivity saving. We need to
work on that to ensure that we get it delivered.

10.45 am

It is good to recognise the good work that has been done
and the programmes that have been put in place such as
Carecall and the WELL programme. Those ensure that,
when people come back to work after having been off,
there is an opportunity to address some of the reasons
for their being off. One of the worrying things is that

30% of days lost were associated with stress. It did not
necessarily come out in the report whether that was work-
related stress or whether other issues caused the stress,
but suffice to say that 30% of absences were associated
with stress or anxiety. We need to address that.

Some areas and Departments performed better than
others. Some areas need to be focused on, and certain
Departments should take this on board, the Department
of Health being one. We hear all sorts of stories as to why
there is such a high sickness level in that Department. The
Department of Education also has high levels of sickness.
We need to ensure that we try to address some of the
reasons why individuals are telling us that they are off.
Long-term sickness is another area. | have to recognise
those members of the Civil Service who do not take

any sick days. That is a large and growing percentage,
which is good to see. In 2012-13, 55% took no sick days
whatsoever. That has to be recognised, and those people
need to be congratulated. Measures need to be looked at.

As a whole, the report is helpful. | had concerns about
areas of the report, flexible working being one. | had

a slightly different view on flexible working than some
individuals. | believe that hanging your coat over the back
of a chair while you are somewhere else could indicate that
work is still going on even though the individual is missing
in action: “inaction” might be the word. That needs to be
looked at to ensure that we have measures in place so that
people can work flexibly, but supervision is also needed to
ensure that the work is being done. It is about getting the

balance correct. As a whole, it is a good report. | welcome
the downward trend in sickness days. If all the measures
and recommendations that should be implemented by DFP
are put in place, that would help to reduce the number of
days lost to the Civil Service. | support the motion.

Mr Nesbitt (The Chairperson of the Committee for the
Office of the First Minister and deputy First Minister): |
will speak primarily as Chair of the Committee for the Office
of the First Minister and deputy First Minister. At the outset,
| apologise as | will not be able to stay for the whole debate
and also because | will bombard Members with statistics.

| will begin with a review of the years 2010-11 to 2013-
14. On the upside, sickness absence rates in OFMDFM
have been consistently below the average for the wider
Northern Ireland Civil Service. Against the individual
target for the Department, the performance has, however,
been somewhat more mixed. In 2010-11, the Department
greatly exceeded its target, which was 8:2 days lost per
staff member; the actual absence rate was 5-4 days. The
following year, however, the rate was 8:7 days against

a target of 8-0 days. In 2012-13, the target of 7-8 days
was met, and, indeed, OFMDFM was one of only two
Departments to meet their target that year. That was
followed by an increase in 2013-14: the target was 7-7
days, and the actual figure was 8-9 days lost.

In noting the increase in sickness absence for 2013-14,
the Committee wrote to the Department for comment. The
response was that both long-term absence — 20 days or
more — and short-term absence had increased in 2013-14.
It pointed out, however, that over 60% of staff in OFMDFM
had no sickness absence for that year. That compares to
55% across the rest of the Northern Ireland Civil Service.

The largest proportion of working days lost in the
Department was due to anxiety, stress, depression and
other psychiatric disorders. That accounted for 16-:8% of
absences. The Department noted that this is significantly
lower than the rest of the Northern Ireland Civil Service
where the category accounts for 31-3% of working days lost.

As well as managing cases proactively in consultation
with the Occupational Health Service, the Department
is focused on mental health in its workplace health
programme over the last year. With respect to long-term
absence, pregnancy-related disorders account for 21%
of working days lost. That compares to 7-3% for the Civil
Service as a whole.

The sickness absence rates in OFMDFM over the last
number of years have been such that it has not been
necessary for my Committee to undertake a detailed
examination. That said, the Committee for Finance and
Personnel’s report notes that sickness absences cost

the Civil Service £30 million a year, with costs to the
wider public sector of £150 million a year. The Committee
estimates potential savings to the public sector of £37
million a year. Given the financial pressures facing the
Executive, it will be important that Departments do as
much as they can to reduce the cost of sickness absence.
Therefore, | will be asking the OFMDFM Committee to
closely monitor the Department’s performance in sickness
absence levels.

If I may, | will say a few words in a more personal capacity.
| was struck by the Chair of the Committee mentioning
mental health and well-being. Of all those statistics,

the 16-8% and 31-3% relating to stress, anxiety and
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depression are key. | am glad that we got a paragraph
about mental health in the Stormont House Agreement,
but that is specific to a medical solution. I think that
capacity building and resilience is key not just for the Civil
Service but for our people so that they have a feeling of
empowerment when things are starting to go wrong, and
they know that there are routes to be followed to put that
right. | also notice what Mr Girvan said about productivity
— by the way, your impression of Mr Givan is really not
good enough.

Deloitte, in its ‘State of the State 2014-15’ report, recently
highlighted that a 1% increase in productivity in the public
sector would be worth £64 million to the public purse just
here in Northern Ireland. The amount of savings that we
can bring forward to the public purse from simply a 1%
increase in productivity across the public sector is an
absolutely key point for us to focus on.

| will finish by saying that you can read more about that in
Deloitte’s ‘State of the State 2014-15’ report or, indeed, in
the Ulster Unionist Party Westminster 2015 manifesto. |
commend it and the report to the House.

Mr Speaker: We will take your response to the debate as
being the priority contribution.

Mr Weir: | will try and be a little less partisan than the
previous Member was in his closing comments. As
highlighted by all Members so far, there is a wealth of
statistics in this, which shows the significance of the
problem. It has been highlighted and already mentioned
by others that, in the Civil Service as a whole, you are
talking about £30 million of a direct cost. There are very
significant indications, particularly in health and education,
of £73 million in health and £46 million in education. As
regards those two specific areas, it is not surprising that
the figures are high, given the size of those sections of the
public sector, but the depth of them should concern us.

Very specifically as regards health and education, there
are a number of recommendations in the report. | think
that it is important to draw the attention of the Health
Department and the Education Department — and

the respective Committees — to those aspects of the
report because this is not something for DFP or even
the Executive as a whole; it burrows into a number of
Departments. Beyond the sheer statistics, mention has
been made of the direct potential savings if we simply
move to a situation in which we are brought into line with
the rest of the United Kingdom.

As | think has been mentioned by a number of Members,
there are intangible benefits to reducing the level of
sickness and, indeed, intangible problems are created. It is
not simply the cost and the lack of productivity. The danger
with high levels of sickness absence is that it becomes

a vicious circle. Indeed, it places an additional strain on
those workers who are left to cover the work of absent
colleagues in whatever Department or section, and that, in
turn, can lead to sickness absences from them.

Mr Nesbitt and others were correct to focus on mental
health, as, for many years, it has been the Cinderella
service. We have all seen that, and not just through
sickness absences. Any of us who are involved in tribunals
can see the doctor’s report of someone who has massive
difficulty with movement in their back or can see someone
sitting with a broken leg covered in plaster, and that is

all very visible. However, mental health is a lot more

intangible and the symptoms are a lot less obvious, but
they are altogether very real.

It is important to acknowledge that, while there is a
problem, the report highlights the good work that has

been done on this, particularly by the Minister and his
predecessor. We have seen the intervention in the creation
of the WELL programme, which, while still in its infancy,
has led to 170 trained champions throughout the Civil
Service. We have seen other interventions, particularly
through face-to-face contacts, interviews and wider events
such as No Smoking Day, which can all have an impact

on health. As a result, we have seen a decline in sickness
absence. That has helped to focus on short-term iliness.
However, that may have a long-term impact because there
is a danger that, if you create a culture where there are
short-term absences, it can lead to that.

There is no doubt that the thrust of the report looks at
long-term illnesses, and that has a major impact on the
Civil Service and on the public service as a whole. A

wise person learns from their mistakes; an even wiser
person learns from someone else’s mistakes. The report
highlighted the studies done by the City of London
Corporation and HMRC, which has been able to reduce
its sickness absence considerably. At times, some of us
may not necessarily see a reduction in sickness absences
in HMRC as the best thing. Nevertheless, it has been
very successful in reducing absences, and there are clear
lessons to be learned.

Good work has been done in DFP, and the report
highlights the need to ensure that what is happening in
DFP, and some of the pilot programmes that have begun
there, is rolled out across the Civil Service. It is important
to have a joined-up approach. The Chair of the OFMDFM
Committee indicated that they had been successful in
OFMDFM. Success has been somewhat patchy across
Departments, and it is important to get joined-up thinking
and success.

The report contains recommendations that need to

be adopted and carefully studied. For all our sakes,
particularly as we move into an era in which the size of the
public sector is likely to be smaller — the number of staff is
likely to be smaller — that will become a necessity rather
than an advantage.

Ms Boyle (The Chairperson of the Public Accounts
Committee): Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle.
Speaking today as Chair of the Public Accounts
Committee, | welcome this coordinated report by the
Committee for Finance and Personnel on sickness
absence in the public sector here. The review arose

from a referral by the PAC of the Comptroller and Auditor
General’s report on sickness absence in the public
sector. PAC reported on sickness absence in the previous
mandates, and it welcomes the Committee for Finance and
Personnel’s report, which provides a renewed and timely
focus on such an important issue in the public sector.

The health and well-being of the NI Civil Service workforce
is crucial to the effective delivery of our public services,
and staff sickness absence considerably reduces
Departments’ productivity, affects services right across
and carries a significant financial cost. Therefore, it is
important that Departments and the wider public sector
protect the health of our workforce and manage sickness
absence effectively.
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Some degree of absence is inevitable, and that is
accepted when employees are sick and should not come
to work. Effective management can, however, help to
minimise absence by ensuring that any causes of work-
related ill health are addressed and staff helped back to
work as soon as possible.

| welcome the fact that, overall, the report shows a declining
trend. However, | am concerned that we are still not meeting
our targets. The Audit Office estimates that sickness
absence costs the public purse £150 million a year across
the Civil Service, health trusts and the education sector

at a time of ever-increasing pressure on essential public
services. It is unacceptable that the cost of sick absence
was £73 million to our health trusts, £46 million to the
education sector and £30 million to the Civil Service.

While targets have been set in all three sectors, it is
disappointing that achievement of them has not been
consistent. The Civil Service, for example, had a five-year
target to reduce overall absence to 9-5 days a year but
did not manage to achieve that. Three of the six trusts did
not manage to achieve their targets during the period, and
the education authorities did not manage to achieve their
targets for teacher absence in 2010-11 and 2011-12.

In 2010, the Public Accounts Committee published a
follow-up report on the management of substitution cover
for teachers, in which it recommended measures relating
to sick absence among teachers. Clearly, more work
needs to be done to address sick absence, which cost £12
million in teacher substitute cover in 2011-12.

| welcome the Committee’s finding that good practice
policies exist in the Civil Service. However, they need to be
applied more rigorously and consistently within and across
Departments. Long-term sickness absence remains a
significant issue and accounts for 70% of days lost in the
Civil Service, 66% in health and social care trusts and
60% among teachers. In view of the impact of long-term
sickness, | support the Committee’s call for the Minister of
Finance and Personnel and the wider Executive to place

a higher priority on reducing long-term sickness absence
rates in the NI Civil Service, especially through measures
to address mental health issues, which are a significant
cause of long-term sick absence in the public sector.

The Committee for Education undertook separate scrutiny
of sickness absence in the Department of Education and
wider education sector. Today’s report echoes support for
measures recommended in the Education Committee’s
report. | strongly urge that the measures recommended in
all those reports are taken forward so that realistic targets
can be set that will drive forward improvement in reducing
sickness absence across the education sector.

Mr Speaker: The Member’s time is almost up.

Ms Boyle: Savings of £37 million a year could be realised
if average sick absence rates in the NI Civil Service, health
trusts and education sector were brought into line with
those in Britain.

Mr Cree: The Committee for Finance and Personnel
agreed in February last year to undertake a review of
sickness absence in the Northern Ireland public sector.
This followed a report by the Northern Ireland Audit Office
that showed a clear downward trend in sickness absence
until 2012-13.

From the beginning, it was apparent that the Committee
was looking at long-term sickness absence as a major
concern. The Northern Ireland Civil Service failed to meet
its long-term sickness absence target for 2011-12. The
Audit Office report cautioned that the lack of progress in
reducing the long-term absence rate posed a great risk

to achieving the Programme for Government target of 8-5
days for 2014-15.

The Committee also noted that the most recent NISRA
report stated that, while the 2013-14 figure of 10-1 average
days lost per staff year was down from 10-6 in the previous
year, it was short of the annual target of nine days. In 2012-
13, the average for all Departments was 10-6 days against
the target of 9-5 days. In 2013-14, the Department’s
average was 10-1 days against the target of nine days.

It was, however, good to note that there is a growing
percentage of staff in the Northern Ireland Civil Service
who took no sick leave during the entire year: 55-3% in
2013-14, up from 52:3% in 2012-13. The Department of
Finance and Personnel’s own performance against targets
for sickness absence was not met in 2013-14. The actual
figure was 9-4 days against a target of 8-1 days. A concern
for the Committee is that DFP and other Departments will
have lower targets for future years, despite the fact that
targets for previous years were not met.

On a happier note, which the Chair referred to, DFP
officials from its corporate services division briefed the
Finance and Personnel Committee on the Department’s
performance against business plan targets. This will

help to support DFP business areas to achieve the
Department’s overall sickness absence target of an
average of 7-6 days lost per staff year. A partnership
approach to absence management will be used. HR
business partner teams will monitor alongside managers,
supporting them in taking on a larger role. This is important
in the early stages of sickness absence, and the concerted
effort should help to get people back to work more quickly.
Compliance levels for sickness absence procedures have
increased as a result of this action, and it is hoped that
DFP will share its success with other Departments in an
effort to replicate this success.

The Committee found that there were good practice
policies in place for addressing sickness absence, and
welcomed the introduction of health and well-being
initiatives, such as the WELL programme, across
Departments, and the trialling of new approaches as part
of the sickness absence recovery strategy. The Finance
Committee remains concerned that the sickness levels in
the Northern Ireland Civil Service continue to be higher
than in the Great Britain Civil Service. This fact gives great
concern, especially when one considers that the voluntary
exit scheme will have an effect on the overall figures. There
is a record of failure to achieve targets here, and it is my
opinion that more effort is required to improve the situation.

With respect to the Department of Health, Social Services
and Public Safety and the health trusts, the Committee
recommends that sickness absence targets be set to
cover all trusts, including the Northern Ireland Ambulance
Service, which sets its own targets. The Finance and
Personnel Committee also noted the Committee for
Education’s separate scrutiny of sickness absence in

the Department of Education and supported the various
measures recommended. There are potential savings

of approximately £37 million a year to be made to the
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public purse if the local public-sector sickness absences
are brought into line with those of their equivalents in
Great Britain. On behalf of the Ulster Unionist Party, | am
pleased to support the Committee’s recommendations and
the motion before us today.

Mrs Cochrane: As a member of the Finance and
Personnel Committee, | rise to comment on our report into
sickness absence in the Northern Ireland public sector.

| apologise for being late to the debate. It is perhaps
somewhat ironic that my reason for being late was due

to me trying to juggle the responsibilities as an employer
dealing with somebody who is on long-term sick absence,
which is impacting massively on a number of other things.

From what | have heard, the main points have been
covered by other Members, and | concur with most of
what has been said. At the outset, it is worth noting

that absence due to ill health has huge adverse effects
on individuals, businesses, the public sector and,
consequently, the economy as a whole. It is an area of
policy where the UK is falling behind other countries, and,
indeed, the Northern Ireland public sector is performing
particularly poorly. Although this report was specifically
looking at the absence levels in the public sector, it is
widely acknowledged that the percentage of hours lost to
sickness in the public sector has continuously been higher
than that of the private sector. Therefore, the Committee
considered what the absence patterns were like in the
private sector and whether any lessons could be learned
or best practice shared across both sectors.

There are, however, a number of factors to consider when
interpreting the differences between the public and private
sectors such as the fact that there are differences in the
types of jobs between the two sectors and that some

job profiles or work patterns have higher likelihoods of
sickness than others.

Another issue to consider is that, on average, women
have more sickness absence than men. The public sector
employs a higher proportion of female workers and,
therefore, figures could be slightly skewed. Individuals in
the private sector are more likely not to be paid for a spell
of sickness than those in the public sector. That may mean
that private sector workers are more likely to go to work
when they are sick. Absence levels also tend to increase
with an organisation’s size, regardless of sector. Most of
our public-sector organisations dwarf our business sector
in Northern Ireland, so that could be one of the reasons
why there are such big differences.

We should not be disheartened. Our report recognises
that the Civil Service has good policies in place to address
absence and that new health and well-being initiatives are
being rolled out. That may be the reason why over 55%

of employees have no sick absence at all, and that good
news should be celebrated. It is the other 45% that needs
to be addressed to reduce the burden of the £30 million
cost associated with sick absence.

The report recognised an increase in stress and mental
health problems among employees. We need to ask why
that is the case. Is it the result of more work pressure,
which could be exacerbated with continued public-sector
reform? Is it simply that nowadays staff are struggling to
cope with their caring responsibilities outside work? Most
families now need two incomes, which results in much
more pressure on juggling priorities at home. We therefore

need to look more at what workplace flexibility is offered to
see whether it can help to reduce absence.

The report highlights the importance of the effective use of
the return-to-work interview process. Making adjustments
early on really helps to iron out some issues and can
prevent the long-term absences that we often see. The
report also referred to early interventions, such as referral
to physiotherapists or cognitive behavioural therapy. These
are recommended as a way to reduce the likelihood of
small absences becoming larger.

We have an ageing population, which means that people
are working longer, but it also means that there is likely to
be a greater prevalence of chronic iliness, which is likely to
affect those in work and those with caring responsibilities.
We need to continue to come up with innovative ways

to address the changing needs of the workforce. It is
normal for the work environment to change as people’s
careers progress, and that may entail physical changes

to the work environment as well as changes to the

terms and conditions of employment. Introducing more
flexible working, where we can, can be key to supporting
employees’ health and well-being as they get older. Other
important measures include skills analyses, job design and
coaching and mentoring to make sure that people are in the
right job, which is also essential for good mental health.

In conclusion, workplace absenteeism is costly and, if not
addressed, it will restrain our public sector from delivering
services to their full potential. Reducing sickness absence
is a must, and the report highlights a number of effective
strategies that are worth pursuing. | commend the report to
the House.

Mr Speaker: | call the Minister for Finance — Sorry, there
is one more. John McCallister has joined the queue.

Mr McCallister: Thank you, Mr Speaker. | thought that you
were introducing me as the Minister. | will not detain the
Minister for too long; | just have a couple of points to make.

The Minister is usually keen to stress how difficult a
financial period we face, and there is a huge financial

gain for the public service in putting in place a better
process and making sure that we are doing all we can.

As colleagues have mentioned, it will take a partnership
approach to drill down, look at best practice and see what
needs to change. Also, as Mrs Cochrane mentioned, we
have to look at early interventions where possible, whether
it is physiotherapy or access to the types of services that
return people to full health more quickly and get them back
to work, or partially back to work. All those factors need to
be taken into account.

1115 am

One huge issue is the number of females in the public
sector, who often must balance work with family life and
caring responsibilities, whether for children or an older
family member or parent. That can all have a huge impact
on how we manage, and we need more flexibility at times
in the workplace, as | know from my family experience.
We have just finished six weeks of chickenpox with three
children and having to find a place for them, since they
could not go to their childminder during that period. You
either rely on grandparents to help out or else one of the
parents has to take a day off. That flexibility needs to be
built in because it can be very difficult for any of us to
manage, and those in the public sector are no different.
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All these factors are very relevant, but we must continue
to drive the figure down, reminding ourselves that, if we
were at the same level as the rest of the country, £30
million to £37 million — a huge sum of money — could be
reinvested and redirected into other services, so there is a
huge gain to be got. We also have to remember and look
at the issues of stress and mental health. Quite rightly,
mental health is the biggest disability we have, and we
have to look at the workplace practices that lead to stress
and mental health issues, because, as a general rule,
work is good for people’s mental and physical health. It is
a positive thing, and those are some of the factors that we
need to look at, Mr Speaker. On that, thank you.

Mr Speaker: Thank you very much. | am glad that |
remembered to call you.

Mr Hamilton (The Minister of Finance and Personnel):
| welcome the opportunity to speak on this motion and
respond to the Committee’s report. | do so because
sickness absence is a serious issue; during my entire
time in the Assembly and my extensive membership of
the Committee for Finance and Personnel down through
those years, the issue has always been at the forefront
of the Committee’s agenda. Michaela Boyle asked that
the Executive take this seriously. Looking around the
Assembly Chamber, it is probably something that our
Whips should take seriously as well, as it would appear
that there is high degree of sickness absence in this place
— perhaps some sort of lurgy or other affliction has hit
Members of this House.

It is a serious issue; it is taken seriously by the Executive,
and that is reflected in the Programme for Government,
which sets a target for reducing sickness absence.

The target is a challenging one, and we have not been
successful in reaching it every year, but | welcome the fact
that there has been a general downward trend in sickness
absence in the Civil Service. It is important at the outset
to note, as many contributors did, that, although sickness
absence is a problem, over 55% of civil servants in the
most recent year, as Mr Girvan reminded us, took no
sickness absence. That is not just one year: it is habitually
the case that over half, or a majority, take no sickness
absence at all.

There were a lot of contributions throughout the debate,
and, as you would expect, | am always very interested

to hear suggestions about saving money. The figure of
£37 million, which relates to the savings in the entire
public sector if we were to take sickness absence down

to the UK level, has been put out there by the Committee
in its report. Whilst that would not realise £37 million in
additional cash, it would be in additional productivity.
Irrespective of whether it is cash or better productivity, it

is still a saving that we should pursue, and, indeed, are
pursuing. Additional productivity was a point laboured

by Mr Nesbitt, who is no longer here. He encouraged us

to look at the Deloitte ‘The State of the State 2014-15’
report, which, as he indicated, | think, informed part of his
manifesto. | put it on the record that | contributed to the
Deloitte ‘The State of the State’ report. That is perhaps
why it was worthy of being included in his party’s manifesto
for the upcoming election. That is no doubt a very accurate
explanation of why that is the case.

DFP is responsible for the Northern Ireland Civil Service
sickness absence policy and procedures. In the time that is
available to me, | will deal with the recommendations that

relate to Northern Ireland Civil Service Departments only.
| will leave comments on the health and education sectors
to their respective Ministers, and | encourage members
of the relevant Committees to pursue recommendations
directly with those Ministers. Although the Civil Service

is substantial in size, with roughly 28,000 staff, the health
and education sectors account for considerably more
staff, with some 65,000 in health and 50,000 in education.
Action to tackle sickness absence levels has to be taken
right across the public sector if we are to maximise savings
from managing sickness absence.

| welcome the recommendations contained in the report. |
acknowledge that sickness absence is a topic that requires
constant attention and that there is always more work to
be done. However, | am pleased to inform Members that
much of what has been recommended in the report for

the Northern Ireland Civil Service is either in place, under
development or being considered for introduction.

Mental health and well-being features heavily in the report.
That is not a surprise. That type of illness, and its long-term
nature, has had a significant impact on overall sickness
absence levels in the Northern Ireland Civil Service for

a number of years, accounting for around a third of all
sickness absence. That is not particular to the Northern
Ireland Civil Service; rather, it has been a general trend
across the public and private sectors in recent years. Many
observers suggest that that trend will continue as issues
such as job insecurity, financial pressures and general

life difficulties become increasingly apparent. A point that
many Members who spoke made was that it is not clear
whether that means work-related stress or, indeed, stress
that is related to other aspects of people’s lives.

The Northern Ireland Civil Service is going through a
major period of change, which many Members mentioned,
with the introduction of the voluntary exit scheme and the
reduction in the number of Departments. It is therefore
vital that we have the appropriate support available to staff
and managers to mitigate any potential impact that health
and well-being issues will have, not only on individuals
involved, managers and colleagues but on the business
and the service that we provide. Preventing sickness
absence rather than reacting to it is key. | am therefore
pleased to inform colleagues that that approach is being
adopted by Civil Service Departments.

The 2014 well-being survey includes stress as a major part
of its analysis. To maximise its benefits, the survey is being
managed by a cross-departmental working group, which
includes the Health and Safety Executive for Northern
Ireland. The working group is coordinating and managing
the survey and the response on behalf of Departments.
Departments have been asked to consider the impact of the
voluntary exit scheme and the reduction in the number of
Departments when considering their individual action plans.

The sickness absence recording tool, which is mentioned
in the report, is a standardised list of reasons used by
the Northern Ireland Civil Service to record sickness
absence. It provides for more detailed reporting on types
of sickness absence as a result of stress-related illness,
including work-related stress. In many stress-related
cases, an immediate referral to the Occupational Health
Service is a routine intervention, while welfare and other
support mechanisms are also organised. The availability of
that information has helped Departments to formulate an
organisational response that is specific to their particular
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needs. It allows for more targeted interventions for specific
business or hotspot areas that are experiencing particular
issues. Again, targeted responses were a recommendation
in the Committee’s report.

| am happy to advise Members that mental health first-aid
training, which provides participants with the knowledge
and confidence to recognise mental health problems, to
respond helpfully and to support the person’s recovery

is now being offered to all Northern Ireland Civil Service
staff. | am also happy to report that the WELL programme,
which received a positive commentary in the Committee’s
report, has been extended for a further three years. The
WELL programme was mentioned and praised not just in
the report but by several Members in their contributions

to the debate. It is worth acknowledging the success of
that innovative scheme, which, as | said, has been rolled
out across the Civil Service and has been extended for a
further three years, Since its introduction, we have seen a
2% increase in employee engagement; a 2% improvement
in health and well-being; a 2:3% decrease in staff absence
due to mental health problems; and better attendance

at work in 2013 compared with the 2010-11 figure,

which saved us roughly £1-6 million. It is an innovative
programme that | am very proud of, and | welcome the
Committee’s praise for the WELL programme.

The “Beating the Blues” online cognitive behaviour

therapy programme for those suffering from depression
and anxiety, also supported in the report, was introduced
into Occupational Health Service practice in April 2011. It
has been widely acknowledged that people on long-term
sickness are at a high risk of developing depression. In
addition, depression is in itself a significant primary cause
of long-term sickness absence. Depression is regarded,
therefore, as a major predictor of non-return to work and,
the longer the spell of absence, the less likely a return to
work. Suitable clients are offered access to the programme
as part of their OHS assessment, with the option of
activating the programme through OHS or their GP practice.
Since its introduction, 99 sessions have been accessed

by staff. The programme is also actively promoted through
WELL and the rehabilitation programme provided by the
Northern Ireland Civil Service welfare service.

The Northern Ireland Civil Service is committed to
improving staff engagement. One of the reasons for this
is that there is strong evidence to suggest that there is

a correlation between increased staff engagement and
reduced absenteeism. | am happy to advise Members
that a staff engagement charter was launched on 4 March
2015. The launch of this charter clearly demonstrates a
commitment from senior staff in the Civil Service to the
principle of having an engaged workforce. The charter
sets out the importance of clear and visible leadership,
engaging with managers, listening to staff, measuring
levels of engagement, and what is expected of our staff.
Departments will use the charter as a springboard to
consider how best to improve staff engagement at all levels.

The effective management of sickness absence remains
a priority for all Departments. | am confident that all
Departments are working hard to reduce sickness
absence and to ensure that the policies and procedures
that are in place to manage sickness absence are being
applied consistently. To ensure that this is the case, a
series of compliance measures have been introduced

in relation to the prompt recording of absence, return-

to-work interviews and the provision of appropriate
certification. These additional measures will be reviewed
by each departmental board, alongside their existing
absence analysis, to provide the necessary reassurance,
governance and authority to ensure that any actions
required are being taken forward in Departments. HR
Connect is supporting this strategy by providing specially
commissioned reports to monitor the achievement of these
targets. Another initiative being explored is how the most
advanced HR Connect reporting tool, Oracle Business
Intelligence, could be exploited to deliver comparable
management information directly to line managers across
the service.

Supporting managers to manage sickness absence is,

of course, of the utmost importance. | am aware that

the Northern Ireland Civil Service managing attendance
training provisions have been reviewed and that a revised
package of training measures has been agreed. All staff will
have health and well-being and compliance with Northern
Ireland Civil Service policy and procedures incorporated
into their annual personal objectives. In addition, all
departmental business plans will include, as a priority, the
provision of the appropriate staff support measures.

My officials are currently considering two NISRA reports
on female absence rates and sickness absence rates in
the 55-plus category. High levels of female absence rates
have been an area of particular concern. Civil Service
female absence levels are over 30% more than Northern
Ireland Civil Service male absence levels and almost
twice that of females in the GB Civil Service. Reducing
the levels of female absence to those of male staff would
have a significant impact on overall Civil Service sickness
absence levels.

The rationale behind commissioning the report on staff
who are over 55 was that, with a recruitment embargo, low
levels of staff turnover because of the wider labour market
position, the removal of any policy on age retirement in
order to comply with age discrimination legislation and the
probability that changes to public sector pension schemes
will require staff to work much longer before they can
draw an occupational pension, the Northern Ireland Civil
Service workforce is likely to become an ageing one. It

is not envisaged that the voluntary exit scheme will make
a significant impact on this overall trend. As this ageing
profile is likely to have an adverse impact on sickness
absence levels in the future, it is important now to consider
what interventions might be possible.

In the past, the Committee produced a report on flexible
work practices; that is also mentioned in the report. | am
glad that the recent report acknowledged the work of
DFP as an exemplar organisation in relation to flexible
working. There are many benefits, which include improved
staff morale and commitment, reduced staff turnover

and absenteeism and an improved work/life balance. In
recognition of those benefits, the Northern Ireland Civil
Service has already implemented a number of alternative
working patterns under the umbrella of flexible working,
including flexible hours or flexitime; compressed hours
and personalised hours; part-time working, including job
sharing; partial retirement; and term-time working.

11.30 am

The majority of Civil Service employees can avail
themselves of at least one of those schemes, and there is
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no doubt that they have a positive impact on the work/life
balance of staff. For example, the results of last year’s Civil
Service staff survey showed that over 60% of staff agreed
that they achieve a good balance between their work life
and their private life. That is something that can only have
a positive impact on staff absence levels.

| assure Members that we will continue to benchmark
with other organisations to ensure that the best possible
practice is being applied in the Civil Service and that,
where appropriate, we will engage with external providers
to ensure that we tap into all available support.

Overall, therefore, | can assure colleagues that sickness
absence in the Northern Ireland Civil Service is receiving
constant attention. Positive initiatives, such as the
extension of the WELL programme, welfare support
services and the launch of a staff engagement charter,

will be important in reducing Northern Ireland Civil

Service sickness absence levels. Managers and staff

are supported through dedicated training courses, online
e-learning and the provision of sophisticated sickness
absence data analysis. Departments are vigilant in
monitoring sickness absence trends and compliance
targets and in adapting their approach in response to

that data. Targeted interventions are being deployed with
the analysis of female and over-55 sickness absence in
addition to the development of well-being and stress action
plans. A wide range of flexible working policies are in place
to support work/life balance.

It is clear that there is no one silver bullet to resolve
sickness absence issues in any organisation, not least
one of the size and complexity of the Northern Ireland
Civil Service. However, | am confident that we have a
wide range of initiatives in progress that, with continued
perseverance, training, support and enforcement when
required, will result in a reduction in the Northern Ireland
Civil Service sickness absence and the associated cost to
the public purse.

Mr McKay: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle.
This has been a very useful debate on the Committee’s
report. | thank Members and the Minister for their
contributions. As | indicated at the outset of the debate,
the reality of life is that people do get sick and can need to
take time off work at some stage in their working career.

John McCallister made a couple of important points. One
thing that he said was that work is good for people’s health.
| think the vast majority of people do enjoy their work and
get a lot from it. At some stage in employees’ careers they
come across situations that put them off work. Sometimes
a lot of the problems are down to management, how
those issues are handled and whether the issue becomes
protracted and considerably worse over time. We have

to learn how to nip those issues in the bud for the sake

of the employees and also to get value for money, as the
Minister said, from employees, because employees want
to be productive. They want to get their work/life balance
correct, and all that they want is assistance in doing that.

Of course, | welcome the introduction of mental health first
aid and the availability of that for staff, because I think it

is an issue. Perhaps staff do want to help their employees
and help those that they have line-management
responsibility for, but it is about ensuring that they know
what to do and how to spot certain signs, especially in
regard to employees’ mental health.

The Committee’s report has outlined how that reality can be
dealt with to minimise, manage and reduce absence levels.
There is undoubtedly scope for improvement through

the public sector that could result, as we said, in savings

of approximately £37 million a year to the public purse.

Of course, Mr Nesbitt pointed out that a 1% increase in
productivity could lead to savings of £64 million.

The figures, as referred to during the debate, show that the
average level of sickness absence in the public sector here
compares quite unfavourably to that in England, Scotland
and Wales. While the figures may vary according to the
different parts of the public sector, a rough indicator is that
the level of sickness absence in the Civil Service in Britain is
about 7-5 average working days lost per staff year, compared
with slightly over 10 days in the Civil Service here.

We have heard that the health and wider education sectors
need to improve the monitoring and reporting of sickness
absence and to set and adhere to challenging and realistic
targets. In the health sector, the focus continues to be on
long-term absence, particularly related to mental health
and musculoskeletal problems. Members are pleased,
therefore, to see specific programmes targeting these
issues, such as rapid referral to physiotherapy services in
the case of the latter.

It has been emphasised that such early intervention
schemes need to be replicated across not only the health
sector but the entire public sector. In the education

sector, stress-related absence in the teaching profession
needs to be addressed. This includes, amongst other
things, evaluating the health and well-being programmes
and training in this area in an effort to increase early
intervention and decrease the human and financial cost of
teacher absence and, of course, the cost to children.

In relation to the performance of the Civil Service, it

is clear that there are a number of well-established
procedures and programmes in place to assist staff and
that absence is taken seriously. However, as noted earlier,
the forthcoming public sector reforms — in particular, the
loss of a large number of staff under the voluntary exit
scheme — could have an impact on the staff who remain
in post. As changes take effect and workloads increase,
so, too, may the need for support services such as
Carecall and the welfare support service.

Reference has been made to the difference between
sick absence rates in the public sector and the private
sector. The Committee commissioned research into this
issue. From the research findings, members noted that
comparisons between the public and private sectors can
prove difficult. Levels of absence may appear lower in
the private sector, but we need to be very careful about
making straight comparisons due to a lack of data on
absence levels in that sector. The private sector also
covers different types of jobs, and there are differences
in the gender breakdown of its workforce, a point that was
also raised by Members today.

While the Committee was encouraged to note that the
research suggests that more robust reporting mechanisms
for sick absence exist in the public sector, | urge caution

in making straight comparisons due to the differences
outlined. Similarly, direct comparisons between sick
absence levels in different Departments and areas of

the public sector can be problematic due to the different
job profiles and working patterns of their staff. The
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Committee has, therefore, based its analysis on comparing
performance of public sector bodies here with their
equivalents in Britain.

The Committee is convinced of the value of benchmarking
and learning from the successes of other comparable
organisations in other places. This is highlighted by the
example of HMRC, which is referenced in the Committee’s
report. It successfully reduced its absence rate from

10-5 days in 2010 to 7-51 days in 2013 by introducing a
robust assurance programme. This raises the prospect

of what the Civil Service here could achieve from a more
concerted effort to apply consistently the procedures and
policies that are already in place: in other words, better
compliance with performance management and absence
management policies.

Given the persistent themes around long-term absence
and mental health issues, it is clear that resources must

be focused on addressing the underlying causes and
implications, taking the health and well-being of staff to

the very heart of organisations whilst being clear that each
Department will have different circumstances with regard to
the reasons for absence and related needs. Members have
rightly highlighted the fact that long-term absence needs

a particular focus. As the Chair of the Public Accounts
Committee, Michaela Boyle, highlighted, 70% of days

lost are due to long-term absence. As has been said, that
needs to be a priority for Departments and the Executive.

Publication of the sickness absence recovery strategy, the
roll-out of the mental health first-aid training programme,
cognitive behavioural therapy, tailored and targeted
training, and adequate policies that are supported by
management to deal with bullying and harassment have all
been identified as important measures in going forward.

It has also been pointed out that there could be value in
researching the reasons why mental health-related issues
continue to be such a significant causation factor behind
absence rates in the local public sector.

Also, as indicated by a number of Members, there must
be effective monitoring and reporting systems in place
consistently across all Departments. Awareness needs
to be raised of how a simple measure, such as a return-
to-work interview, can be used to encourage individuals
returning to work to be open and candid about any
problems which may affect their attendance or ability

in work. The evidence shows that, at the heart of these
measures and at all stages, the importance of staff
engagement should not be underestimated.

We heard from Peter Weir, Leslie Cree and others how the
WELL programme, cycle to work schemes, the Caloriewise
scheme and adoption of early intervention policies are all
ways in which the Civil Service can be more proactive.
The value of giving employees the option to work flexibly,
particularly in terms of work location, has been proven

to reduce sick absence and encourage people to return

to work more quickly. It has been emphasised that this
option should be progressed in a strategic and coordinated
manner. It is fair to say that, in the Committee, Mr Girvan
was a wee bit sceptical about flexible location working,

but | have to agree with the Member that mechanisms
need to be put in place to ensure that work is done and
that Members and employers in the public sector can have
confidence that flexible location working can work.

In conclusion, | emphasise that we are talking about a
significant amount of money. There is a potential saving
of £37 million per year to the public purse through simply
matching the comparable public sector sickness absence
levels in Britain. That is a staggering figure, particularly
given the financial squeeze on the public sector and public
purse. The Committee’s recommendations could have

a significant impact on achieving those savings and we
expect the Department to study the report very carefully.
The Committee looks forward to receiving a formal
response to the report after the Department has reflected
further on the evidence and the recommendations therein.
| therefore commend the report to the House and ask for
support for the Committee’s motion.

Question put and agreed to.
Resolved:

That this Assembly approves the report of the
Committee for Finance and Personnel on its review of
sickness absence in the Northern Ireland public sector;
and calls on the Minister of Finance and Personnel, in
conjunction with Executive colleagues, to implement,
as applicable, the recommendations contained therein.
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Mr Speaker: The Business Committee has agreed to allow
up to one hour and 30 minutes for this debate. The proposer
of the motion will have 10 minutes to propose and 10
minutes to make a winding-up speech. One amendment has
been selected and is published on the Marshalled List. The
proposer of the amendment will have 10 minutes to propose
it and five minutes to make a winding-up speech. All other
Members who are called to speak will have five minutes.

Mr Clarke: | beg to move

That this Assembly reaffirms its rejection of the
imposition of water rates on the people of Northern
Ireland; recognises that, were they to be introduced,
households would face an additional cost of at least
£400 per year; and calls on the Minister for Regional
Development to prioritise within his budget to ensure
sufficient investment is in place to maintain properly
the local water infrastructure.

From the outset, | make it clear that | speak as a member
of the DUP and not as the Committee Chairman. | thank
Members for their attendance.

Obviously, the motion is primarily about the introduction or,
as | hope, the non-introduction of water charges. It is to be
welcomed that, until now, the Executive have supported
the non-introduction of water charges. | also want to make
it clear that | welcome the amendment proposed by the
Ulster Unionist Party and will be supporting it, albeit | may
make some remarks about it.

We are in election season. There are ones out there at
the moment who, for their own purposes, are making
suggestions as to what they believe should happen in
relation to this. It is no secret that the Alliance Party

has always strongly advocated the introduction of water
charges. That is something which, | am thankful, all the
other parties in the Executive have avoided for some time
and hopefully will do so for the foreseeable future.

If there were a situation where money was plentiful and
the pockets of people in Northern Ireland were full, you
could ask people to pay more. Unfortunately, we are not

in that situation in Northern Ireland and | do not see us
being in such a situation for the foreseeable future. It

is now on record what such a charge would be. We are

all familiar with the fact that the charge would be, on
average, just over £400 per household. The average rates
bill per household is approximately £800. As a public
representative, | am glad — and | keep saying that | am
glad — that other Executive Ministers have supported the
non-introduction of water charges. | am certainly glad that
that has been the commitment because, for many, itis a
struggle to find what they have to pay without an additional
burden being put on them. The other thing that bothers me
is that many depend on rate rebates and suchlike, which
someone else picks up. Ultimately, someone has to pay
that cost, whether the individual has the money or not.

11.45 am

| think that the Alliance Party has been on record these

last few days as trying to distance itself from some of its
comments. The reality is that a portion of the £800 goes
towards NI Water (NIW) through the DRD, but it is a very

small portion; it falls short of £400. | think that the officials
were on record last week or the week before, when they
came to the Committee, as saying how much that charge
would be. To put a burden of an additional £400 would, |
think, be irresponsible of the Alliance Party. | look forward
to hearing what its Members say in their contributions.

| agree that there has maybe been a lack of investment

in infrastructure. | have been critical of the Minister since
becoming the Chair of the Committee, but the Minister has
to be commended for the work that NI Water has done

in recent months to drive efficiencies in the organisation.
We cannot be complacent; just because it has found
some efficiencies does not mean that there are not more
to be found. Given the work that has been done over the
last number of months and the commitment that the chief
executive has given, | trust that more efficiencies will be
found in the organisation. The direct correlation should

be that, wherever efficiencies are found, more investment
should go into infrastructure. | definitely do not want to see
us, as ratepayers, having to pay more. That is how it has
to be done.

| indicated that I will support the amendment. The Minister
has been supported, and he continues to be supported,
by his Executive colleagues. | remind him that he got the
fourth best settlement in the Budget this year. | know that
he is finding it difficult in other areas, but, in that Budget,
he was very generous towards NI Water. However, it has
been underfunded in the past, and, going forward, that
may be the case again. Efficiencies should be found in the
Minister’s Department, and | trust that he will do what he
can to find those efficiencies to divert as much as possible
to the underfunded water infrastructure, which we have
been failing for many years. The facts are there for what

is required in infrastructure investment. Not taking away
from the Water Service, if you look at the same Minister’s
portfolio, | think that the officials are on record as saying
that the investment in roads alone at the last count

was £830 million to bring our roads up to a reasonable
standard.

| hope that, when the Alliance Party supports water
charges, it will not be calling on central government to
increase our vehicle road tax to increase the revenue that
we can generate to fix our roads and bring them up to a
reasonable standard. The two things are on a par; we have
hundreds of millions of pounds of underinvestment in both
areas. However, let us live in the real world: we have an
awful lot less money coming to Northern Ireland. It is a
difficult job to try to create a situation where that slice of
cake is distributed round each of the various Departments
and arm’s-length bodies to carry out their role. | commend
my party colleague Arlene Foster for the number of jobs
that she has brought to Northern Ireland, but we are still
not in a situation where our pockets are full and there is
money for people to spend, which would pull us out of the
deficit that we have on underinvestment.

Underinvestment has not come since devolution here in
Northern Ireland; it has been here since we were ruled
by Westminster, so it has been a continual problem in
Northern Ireland. | certainly do not support the Alliance
Party’s call for the introduction of water charges now that
we have devolved institutions here in Northern Ireland.

Mr Lyttle: | thank the Member for giving way. Is his
contribution on behalf of the Alliance Party, or is he going
to wait to hear what we have to say before he continues?
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Mr Clarke: If you are having a change of heart because an
election is coming, that would be welcome, but the tenor
of your argument in the past was always in support of the
introduction of water charges. | am coming to an end very
shortly. | will sit down with a degree of pleasure if you are
hinting that you will support the Executive and the rest of
the Ministers to prevent water charges being introduced in
Northern Ireland.

| commend the motion to the House.
Mr Cree: | beg to move the following amendment:
Leave out all after “year;” and insert

“notes that it is an Executive priority to ensure that
there are no additional water charges; and calls on the
Minister for Regional Development to work with his
Executive colleagues to ensure sufficient resources
are made available to his Department to maintain
properly the local water infrastructure.”.

| welcome the opportunity to move our amendment this
afternoon.

The first part of the motion calls for the Assembly to
reaffirm its rejection of the imposition of water charges
on the people of Northern Ireland. That is something that
has already been dealt with. Danny Kennedy delivered the
commitment that the Ulster Unionist Party and the then
Executive made to ensure that the public would not pay
domestic water rates through the Water and Sewerage
Services (Amendment) Bill. Members will remember that
that Bill extended the period in which the Department for
Regional Development will continue to pay a subsidy to
Northern Ireland Water in lieu of domestic water charges.

The second part of the motion is the reason why we are
seeking to amend it. It seems to forget that, as contained
within the Programme for Government, it was the
Executive as a whole that agreed to defer the introduction
of domestic water charges. The decision that the Executive
took to defer the introduction of charging should mean that
the five Executive parties work together to make sure that
the Department responsible is adequately resourced to
ensure that water infrastructure can then be maintained

to the highest standards. Instead, we appear to be seeing
some parties that are content to tell the public how they
have resisted water charges as it makes them feel very
popular but that are then doing nothing to assist the
Minister who is faced with having to spread his ever-
shrinking budget a little more thinly.

It is something that all the parties in the Executive — well,
apart from the Alliance Party — have actually managed
to unite around, yet the DUP seemingly cannot resist the
opportunity to try to politically point score. | hope that our
amendment will receive the House’s support today, as |
believe it is a pragmatic proposal.

Given that the deferral of domestic water charges is
something that the Executive as a collective have agreed
to, it is only right that the onus should be on all five parties
to work with the Minister to ensure that sufficient resources
are made available to him to allow his Department to
properly maintain water infrastructure in Northern Ireland.
This should be an issue where other parties are able to
rise above the silo mentality that sadly too often permeates
through the Executive.

We all need water. It is a cross-cutting issue that affects us
all equally. That should be the motivation for every single
one of us in the Chamber to ensure that the Department

is adequately resourced to maintain the local water
infrastructure and the high levels of water quality.

Mr Clarke: Will the Member give way?
Mr Cree: Briefly.

Mr Clarke: | welcome and agree with the Member’s point
about infrastructure, but | think that, at times, we have

to be critical of the likes of NI Water. In our constituency
offices, we all probably come across cases where there

is a leakage. It takes a considerable time for NI Water to
fix it. There is a cost for the production of water. | support
the tenor of what the Member is saying, but hopefully he
will support my saying that NI Water and many other public
organisations need to be more proactive to prevent the
waste that they create, which | think we are all familiar with.

Mr Cree: | thank the Member for that interjection. | know
that the Water Service is very much aware of that, and |
am assured that it is addressing it.

On occasions like this, it is not too difficult to see why the
Alliance Party is considered to be the sister party of the
Liberal Democrats. A bit like their pals when they flip-
flopped on tuition fees at the first sign of getting in through
the door of Number 10, the Alliance Party is content to call
for water charges, yet it supported the Bill that extended
the period of time that DRD would pay a subsidy to
Northern Ireland Water to protect the public from added
pressure. The Alliance Party will have the opportunity

to outline why it would like to present families who are
already stretched with yet another Bill to pay. Remember
that these are people who are already facing rising prices
in their outgoings, such as electricity and gas.

The Ulster Unionist rationale for upholding this
commitment is simple. We believe in a society that is fair.
Families are finding themselves increasingly stretched.
Many, many people are struggling to balance the scale
between income and bills, and the last thing that they need
is the added pressure of a bill for water dropping through
the letter box. Bringing in universal water charging would
mean bringing in an additional charge that would apply
equally to all, affecting low-income families at the same
rate that it would affect those who have the ability to pay.
That does not fit in with our definition of fairness.

The Assembly is often criticised for its lack of delivery, but
the continued deferral of these charges, protecting some
of the most vulnerable from the added pressure of an extra
financial burden, has, | believe, been an example of the
Assembly doing good for the people of Northern Ireland.

That is not to stifle debate around the future governance
of water in Northern Ireland. Of course we should

always strive to do better. We cannot afford to become
complacent and just cruise along pointing to the fact that
water charges have been deferred. We should always be
looking at the state of local infrastructure and assessing
how we can improve it to best serve the people of Northern
Ireland. We should all be determined to make sure that our
people have water coming out of their taps that is of the
highest quality, and we should protect our environment by
having fit-for-purpose sewerage services.

Historically, water infrastructure in this country has been
underfunded, not least during the darker times when
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money was urgently needed in other areas and that
infrastructure, unfortunately, did not receive the attention
it deserved. Itis in that context that Danny Kennedy
inherited it. Since taking up the role of Minister for
Regional Development, his drive has been to see certainty
and stability and to create space to explore long-term
options and governance models.

Sadly, today’s motion seems to mirror the attitude of our
friends in the DUP, and the Finance Minister, in failing to
take central responsibility for the Belfast port £20 million.
Members will remember that. They lambasted the Minister
for speaking about the implications there would be for core
services, stemming from the cuts to his budget, and he
received criticism from them over the concessionary fares
scheme — another Executive priority that some parties
are happy to lay claim to, but suddenly become shy when it
comes to releasing the funds to retain it.

Danny Kennedy has upheld a Programme for Government
commitment. He should not face politicking activities by
other Executive parties, such as today’s motion, for seeing
through something that most of them will try to take credit for.

Mr Dickson: Will the Member give way?
Mr Cree: If you are quick.

Mr Dickson: It is a quick question. In telling us about what
the Ulster Unionist Party has done with regard to water
charges, perhaps he will explain what happened to his
£100 per household water charge party policy in 2007.

Mr Cree: The Member has a long memory, but,
unfortunately, he does not remember the detail of that. |
will acquaint him with that when this is over.

This is a strategic issue for the Executive, so the Minister
should be able to work with Executive colleagues to

deal with the implications that the deferral has for public
spending. | hope that in future monitoring rounds the
Minister’s bids will be met with the same enthusiasm as the
original decision to defer the charges was. | appreciate that
the proposer of the motion has accepted the amendment,
and | commend it to the House.

Mr Lynch: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle. |
rise to support the motion. It gives me an opportunity to
outline my party’s position regarding water rates.

Sinn Féin is on record throughout the island of Ireland
opposing the imposition of water charges for domestic
households. In its 2007 manifesto, Sinn Féin promised to
block the introduction of water charges, and that is exactly
what we did. Just prior to the setting up of the Assembly
and the Executive in 2007, direct rule Ministers established
NIW, with a view to privatisation and the bringing in of
household charges. Conor Murphy, the first Minister after
2007, blocked the introduction of water charges, and |
acknowledge the current Minister for continuing that policy.
Conor Murphy once likened the situation he inherited from
direct rule Ministers to trying to turn a tanker in a canal.

He ruled out privatisation and made it clear that these
public services will operate within full public ownership,
now and in the future. Sinn Féin did so on the basis that
households here were already hard pressed due to the
difficult economic circumstances and should not be forced
to endure an additional financial burden or stealth tax. As
the first Member said, people are dealing with higher rates
bills as we speak.

Since 2007, we have invested over £1 billion in water and
sewerage services on overhauling an unfit sewerage
system that had been neglected over decades by
successive British Governments. In Britain, the Tories took
utilities that were paid for by the public, invested sums of
public money to upgrade them, and later sold them to their
friends and charged the public for continuing to use them.
Is that what we should do here? We say no.

12.00 noon

Sinn Féin recognises that there are significant
challenges across the island of Ireland to achieving a
truly sustainable water and sewerage service — one

that is affordable, meets environmental obligations

and delivers a reliable, high-quality service. However,

we have proven in government that that can be done
without driving struggling households into further poverty.
We recognise that water is a precious resource that is
universally recognised as a basic human right, and its
delivery should be paid for through general progressive
tax and efficiencies in the system. Here in the North, we
do not have general taxation powers. Therefore, water is
subsidised by the Executive through domestic rates. All
parties in the Assembly should be calling for the transfer
of taxation powers, which would give us greater control
over our taxes and how our taxes are spent, including on
keeping water and sewerage services in public ownership.

Mr Dallat: | suppose that it is the SDLP’s turn to get
involved in this party political programme. [Interruption.]
Let me state from the beginning —

Lord Morrow: Not like you.

Mr Dallat: | am going to ignore the fact that Mr Campbell is
speaking from a sedentary position. | am getting used to it.

The SDLP is, of course, against water charges and does
not believe that people should pay twice. Access to clean
water is a right, not a privilege for those who can afford to
pay. Up until 2016, | believe that it is an Executive priority
to ensure that no additional burdens are placed on the
people’s shoulders to fund charges. That policy should
continue, and it is the responsibility of the Assembly and
the Executive to ensure that there are sufficient funds
available to maintain the local water infrastructure. The
historical neglect was mentioned by the Chairperson of
the Committee, and | will go back to that later. Money is
needed to improve water and sanitation, and, down the
years, particularly during direct rule, the service was
robbed of that money.

On a positive note, in recent times, there has been an
unrecognisable improvement in the delivery of the service,
but sadly not before a near collapse because of the
ineptness and incompetence of the former chief executive,
Laurence MacKenzie, and, indeed, the Minister of the day,
Conor Murphy. Sadly, during those turbulent times, four
non-executive directors were removed from the board of
directors in a public shaming exercise, when, because of
their principles, they refused to sign up to the disgraceful
way in which the organisation was then run. Indeed,

that was during a period when millions of pounds were
squandered.

Those were the wasted years when progress could and
should have been made on creating an organisation fit
for purpose. It did not happen, but that is history and is
best left behind. Perhaps one useful outcome of that,
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however, was the independent water review panel, which
stated clearly that separate water charges and sewerage
charges were not a wise or sensible way in which to move
forward. That would simply have created a new layer of
bureaucracy, a requirement to manage bad debts and all
the other associated difficulties.

We are one island, and | am sure that all the political
parties are watching what is happening at the moment in
the South, where 15,000 people took part in a rally against
charges. | suggest that Irish people, by their very nature,
see water as something that is their right.

Water charges are, | am afraid, handled by Sinn Féin on

a partitionist basis. Conor Murphy allowed more than £1
million to be spent on installing domestic water meters.

He did not invoke the legislation that would have stopped
that. In recent times, the current Minister for Regional
Development has indicated that he will do that, and | look
forward to him confirming that promise. It will be viewed by
many people —

Lord Morrow: Will the Member give way?
Mr Dallat: Of course. For Lord Morrow, certainly.

Lord Morrow: Thank you very much. You mention the
fact that the former Minister Mr Murphy did not stop the
installation of meters. Do you think that this is Sinn Féin
preparing itself for the day when it will say that water
charges are now a necessity here?

Mr Speaker: The Member has an extra minute.

Mr Dallat: | am going to avoid that because, in my opening
remarks, | was critical of the party political broadcasts

and | do not want to go down that road, but | am sure that
Lord Morrow, in his intelligent way, will have worked out
the answer to that for himself. Do you put in water meters
and then tell the world that you are not going to impose
water charges? Do you not repeal the legislation when
something like that might be at the back of your mind?

In response to a question asked by my colleague Sean
Rogers in January 2015, the current Minister for Regional
Development said that it was his intention to amend the
legislation requiring the installation of water meters in the
upcoming Water Bill. As | have said, | look forward to the
legislation as an attempt to put right a wrong, which Mr
Murphy could easily have corrected.

Mr Lynch: Will the Member give way?

Mr Dallat: No. In conclusion, let me return to the vexed
question of underfunding, which the Chairperson referred
to in his opening remarks. There needs to be a great deal
of discussion on the way forward, which will address the
underfunding and provide Northern Ireland with the highest
standards of water and sanitation. In that respect, the British
Government need to accept that, during direct rule, millions
of pounds of funding was switched from water to security. In
all the discussions in the posh mansions in Britain and here,
that issue was not raised, and it needs to be raised because
there is a historical debt where people were robbed of the
capital investment that was needed for the Water Service
and was put into different types of tanks instead.

Mr Lyttle: | think that it is fairly clear that Westminster
election fever continues to infect the DUP contribution
to this Assembly. If the contribution of Trevor Clarke is
anything to go by, we are going to have scaremongering
and misrepresentation of the Alliance Party, as is par

for the course, with little to no new ideas about how we
address the serious issue of underinvestment in our water
system, which is interesting, given that Trevor Clarke was
quoted on 4 October 2014 as saying:

“Water charges in Northern Ireland have been
deferred until 2016 but everything is potentially up for
discussion”.

So, it has been an interesting contribution from him so far
today. | will take this opportunity to respond to the motion
on behalf of the Alliance Party and | will challenge the
deliberate misrepresentation of our position by political
parties intent on electioneering.

The Alliance Party will support the motion as we oppose
the introduction of additional water charges at this

time, in line with the Executive agreement and because
other Executive parties have failed to tackle waste and
inefficiency in their Departments. We do, however, need to
give serious consideration as to how water and sewerage
infrastructure will be adequately financed and governed if
fit-for-purpose provision for existing and new customers,
environmental protection, flood prevention and economic
growth are to be achieved.

Alliance believes that existing charges for water should
be more open and transparent. Households should have
an identifiable charge for water separated from the rates
bill, with no household paying twice. That would provide a
clearer picture of how our water and sewerage system is
being paid for, with protections for vulnerable households,
and Northern Ireland Water would have, in part, an
improved borrowing ability for capital investment in this
vital service. So, we support the motion but we challenge
the proposers to consider how water and sewerage will
be financed and governed on a long-term basis, and

to acknowledge the cost to the taxpayer of waste and
inefficiency in other Executive Departments.

The cost of division is estimated at over £1 billion every
year. That is around £1,000 per household per year.
Separate education costs around £300 million. There

is separate teacher training: proposals on that were put
forward by an Alliance Minister and blocked by other parties
in the Executive. Welfare reform fines and the policing of
parades and protests cost the taxpayer in Northern Ireland
multimillions of pounds every year. That is wasted money
that could otherwise be used to fund health, education and
jobs and protect vulnerable people in our community. The
refusal of other parties to tackle the cost of that waste and
division has a devastating impact on the very households
that the DUP claims to support. Unlike other political parties,
Alliance Ministers are working to reduce the cost of waste
and division for households and to maximise the resources
that we have to build a shared society and a strong
economy for everyone in our community.

Alliance certainly does not want households to pay
more in water charges to simply paper over the cracks
of financial mismanagement by the DUP and Sinn

Féin with the willing support of other political parties.
Political parties need to get serious about tackling waste
and have a realistic debate about how we fund much-
needed improvements to our water system. People in
my constituency of East Belfast know painfully well that
the current level of investment in water and sewerage
infrastructure is not enough. The current model does little
to help those households every time we have heavy rain
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and the panic of more flood damage to homes sets in. It

is my understanding that the Belfast drainage plan alone
requires an investment of around £750 million. Funding for
NI Water, however, includes a subsidy of approximately
£275 million every year, paid for by the taxpayer from the
Executive Budget, and that is £275 million that cannot be
spent on other vital services and contributes to a funding
model that limits the ability of NI Water to borrow for
capital investment. | would be interested to hear from other
parties how they think the Belfast drainage plan will be
funded. The Executive should consider alternative models
for funding capital investment in our water system. One
alternative would be to mutualise, as has happened in
Wales, to improve borrowing ability for capital investment.

Alliance opposes the introduction of additional water
charging at this time, but we oppose the squandering by
other political parties of Executive Department budgets
that are vital to protect the households in Northern
Ireland that the proposer of the motion claims to support.
The failure to even explore other models of finance and
governance for our water system —

Mr Speaker: The Member’s time is up.

Mr Lyttle: — will cost households and the economy in the
long term. It is time that all parties faced up to the realities
that households and businesses across Northern Ireland
need us to address if we are to provide the water system
and the vital public services that they need and deserve.

Mr Byrne: | welcome the opportunity to speak on

the motion. Water rates is a very contentious issue in
Ireland. Many members of the public believe that they

pay for domestic water through the current rating system.
Obviously, commercial water rates are charged for through
metering, and it is generally accepted that the political
consensus in Northern Ireland is that there should be no
direct charge to private consumers for water.

On Saturday past, we once again bore witness to the fury of
the population in the Republic, as 10,000 people took to the
streets to protest against the Government’s current plan to
implement water charges. | can only imagine similar outrage
in Northern Ireland, unless the Assembly and the Executive
reaffirm their commitment today to reject water rates. No
one in Northern Ireland wants to see a water-charging
system that could lead the way to a privatised water
company being formed in the future, and that is the worry.

| recognise that, for the past several years, water meters
have been introduced in towns throughout Northern Ireland.
Last January, | asked the Minister how many water meters
had been installed in my constituency of West Tyrone.
Although the Minister was unable to tell me the exact figure,
he was able to tell me that over 32,000 domestic meters
had been installed in Northern Ireland since 2007. The
supposed reasoning for that was that new homes being
connected to the water supply are required, through article
81 of the Water and Sewerage Services Order 2006, to
have water meters. The Minister has confirmed that, as yet,
those meters only record the consumption of water and
have not been set up to ease the imposition of potential
charges. | welcome the Minister for Regional Development’s
response on the issue, and | hope that he remembers that
the people of Northern Ireland will not tolerate the creation
of a charge infrastructure that seeks to impose water
charges for domestic users by the back door.

12.15 pm

| recognise, of course, that Northern Ireland’s water
infrastructure is not perfect. | can see why people may

be tempted by the lure of privatisation or new charges to
solve our problems. | reject that reasoning, however, as
homes in Northern Ireland already pay at least £160 on
average through the rates system for their water supply.
The true problem of Northern Ireland Water stems from the
systematic failure to invest properly in our infrastructure
over the last 30 to 40 years, although | recognise that there
has been capital investment in recent times.

In 2007, the independent review panel found that
infrastructural problems were concentrated west of the
Bann and that the west suffered from out-of-date and
deteriorating infrastructure that was in desperate need of
modernisation. That was eight years ago, and the situation
does not seem to have greatly improved. The debacle last
January demonstrated the difficulties with our water supply
in the west. The same report recognised that there should
be no standing or volumetric charges.

| find it surprising that, once again, the west is being
brutalised with infrastructure imbalance. Much like

the traditional economic imbalance, the struggle with
deteriorating water infrastructure stems directly from the
consistent failure of Assembly Ministers before and after
the economic crash to invest properly in infrastructure in
the western parts of the North. | worry that the people of
Northern Ireland and specifically those in the west have
been neglected and treated without regard and could soon
be unfairly asked to pay more for their shabby treatment.

The people of Northern Ireland deserve access to
consistent, safe and reliable water. That is a basic human
right. The people of Northern Ireland pay for their water
through our domestic rates and taxation system. The
people should not be asked to pay again for it. | support
the re-itemisation of our water charges so that the people
of Northern Ireland can see what they are paying for
through their rates and will not be duped in the future into
paying additional charges.

Mr Clarke: | thank the Member for giving way. | am sure
that, when you are welcoming all that today, you will
welcome the shift by the Alliance Party. Chris was reading
into the record, and | want to read something that he said
in January this year:

“[Alliance] believes that we have to be open and
honest about the need for serious consideration of the
introduction of fair domestic water pricing based on the
ability to pay if we are to meet the demands on ... vital
public services”. — [Official Report (Hansard), Bound
Volume 101, p381, col 2].

To me, that sounds like water charges. That was in
January, and we have had a change of heart today. | am
sure that you will welcome that, Mr Byrne.

Mr Speaker: The Member has an extra minute.

Mr Byrne: Mr Speaker, it is beyond my political
comprehension to make reference to a third political
party. [Laughter.] | support the motion being amended to
recognise that current infrastructure issues in Northern
Ireland Water require a concentrated effort to solve
some of the outstanding capital investment issues. |
recognise that decisions on water funding cut across
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all Departments. Ultimately, it is for the Assembly and
the Executive to recommit themselves to rejecting the
imposition of domestic water charges and push for new
approaches to solve our ongoing problems.

The people of Northern Ireland like their Government to be
like their water: fully transparent and crystal clear. | urge
the Assembly to commit itself to rejecting water charges,
which would be a new version of a stealth tax.

Mr McCallister: Motions like this are inclined to remind me
of lan Paisley Junior's demands for £1 billion as the price
for supporting a new Government or Sinn Féin’s demands
for maybe £1-5 billion for Northern Ireland. When | look at
this motion, | know instinctively that it is fiscally reckless
Ulster nationalism. | look at the United Kingdom in the
midst of a general election and the pressure coming from
Scottish nationalists, Welsh nationalists, Irish nationalists
and now Ulster nationalists. It is not a good place for our
country to be in that it is only about money.

In opening the debate, Mr Clarke rightly said that someone
should pay for the water. Absolutely, but in his view

that someone should be in the south of England, not in
Northern Ireland. He does not want us to pay for anything.
I look right through all of the Executive’s policies, and we
have this motion set against the backdrop of a general
election in which two parties are in an electoral alliance.
They have a pact, and then they are attacking each over
water and various policies — [Interruption.] Well, Mr Clarke
is admitting that this is entirely about the East Belfast
campaign instead of being about how we seriously deliver
water or public services in Northern Ireland and how we
pay for them.

How do we avoid EU infractions or other legal action?
How do we look at models of governance? Should we
change the model of Northern Ireland Water? Should it be
clear on a rates bill that we are all contributing to water?
The Finance Minister constantly repeats the idea that

we are the region in the UK with the lowest household
charges, yet we get £2,000 more to spend per head of
population from the rest of the UK — and still it is not
enough. Although | have no ideological difficulty with a
charge for water or with paying for it through my rates,

my big difficulty is that | would not give this politically
exhausted Executive one penny piece more, because they
will not reform anything. They are exhausted and have no
purpose, no direction and no idea where they are going or
what they want to do in any policy area.

You can take any example, whether it is topping up welfare
with £565 million while slashing early years funding or
slashing funding to the environment from the Mourne
Heritage Trust to the Causeway Coast. Where is the
joined-up thinking in government? We have an Executive
who are giving that away and want to cut corporation tax,
at a cost of over £300 million, while still slashing the skills
budget. Where is the consistency in Executive policies?
We have a Health Minister who has claimed that there is
not enough money to deliver, having said in a previous
mandate that health was nearly overfunded and too well
looked after. Yet, Transforming Your Care has stalled.
Three and a half years after Transforming Your Care

was announced, it has stalled. It is going nowhere and is
delivering nothing. There is no money to make it happen.
That is another Executive policy that has gone by the
wayside.

Mr Campbell: Will the Member give way?
Mr MccCallister: | am happy to listen.

Mr Campbell: | thank the Member for giving way. If | can,
| will bring him back to the debate about water charging.
He said that he has no ideological opposition to water
charging and was outlining the almost affluent perception
that he feels Northern Ireland has, as opposed to the
reality. Can he outline what net benefit he thinks there
might be from the introduction of water charging, if you
exclude all the marginal and vulnerable communities

that would have to be protected if you were to go down
the route that most of us do not want to go down? What
would the net benefit be if he does not have an ideological
opposition to the introduction?

Mr McCallister: The Member knows full well that £275
million of public money goes in. He knows that there is

no Barnett consequential for that. He knows that that
comes out of health, education, skills and every other

area of government. That is a choice that the Executive
and Assembly have made. If the Assembly and Executive
cannot prove, before they raise any more money, that they
can solve problems like St Mary’s, like welfare and like the
crises in housing, health and education, where there are
65,000 empty desks, why would anyone want to give this
Executive a penny piece more? You are almost financially
bankrupt now. We may not even be able to do our Budget
by June or the early part of the summer because of welfare
reform. We are giving away £2 million a week, and he still
expects that this is purely about water charging. You set
this in the context of a debate for which the lead party in
the Government of Northern Ireland tables this ridiculous
motion, which is almost as silly as the one that Sinn Féin
tabled last week when we had a debate on the block
grant. We table these ridiculous motions as government
parties, and these are the choices that you, your Executive
colleagues and the Assembly are making. It is not

setting Northern Ireland on a sound basis to have good
governance. There is no purpose and no direction, and the
Executive are very nearly —

Mr Speaker: The Member’s time is up.

Mr McCallister: — on the edge of being bankrupt and
looking increasing politically exhausted and out of time.

Mr Speaker: The Business Committee has arranged to
meet immediately after the lunchtime suspension today. |
propose, therefore, by leave of the Assembly, to suspend
the sitting until 2pm. The first item of business when we
return will be Question Time and, when we return to the
debate, the Minister will be the first to speak.

The debate stood suspended.

The sitting was suspended at 12.25 pm.
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On resuming (Mr Principal Deputy Speaker [Mr Newton] in
the Chair) —

2.00 pm

Oral Answers to Questions

Justice

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: | remind Members that
questions 1, 2 and 9 have been withdrawn.

Magilligan Prison: CJINI Report

3. Mr McCartney asked the Minister of Justice for an
update on how the recommendations of the recent
Criminal Justice Inspection report into Magilligan prison
will be implemented. (AQO 7977/11-15)

Mr Ford (The Minister of Justice): The senior
management team at Magilligan has an action plan in
place that records all 79 recommendations that Criminal
Justice Inspection Northern Ireland (CJINI) made. The
recommendations are broken down into those that have
been accepted; partially accepted; accepted in principle;
or not accepted. All accepted recommendations have
already been allocated to a senior manager, who has the
lead responsibility to ensure that they are implemented.
A number of recommendations, such as replacing the
house blocks, cannot be implemented at this time. That
recommendation and others will be addressed when

the new prison is eventually built. Magilligan senior
management will hold regular meetings on a quarterly
basis to monitor closely and record any progress made
against the CJINI recommendations. Following those
review meetings, the director general and | will be provided
with progress reports.

Mr McCartney: Go raibh maith agat, a Phriomh-
LeasCheann Comhairle. Gabhaim buiochas leis an Aire
as an fhreagra sin. Thank you very much, Mr Principal
Deputy Speaker. | thank the Minister for his answer.
Magilligan prison has featured very well over a number
of CJINI reports. As part of its approach, will the senior
management team look at the slippage areas and at what
perhaps led to the slippage in some of the areas that are
now weaker?

Mr Ford: | appreciate Mr McCartney’s supplementary
question, Mr Principal Deputy Speaker. The key concern
is the slippage that was specifically in constructive activity.
That was the disappointing result. It is clear that an
element of it is that the increasing prisoner numbers have
meant that a lower proportion was involved in constructive
activity. Getting constructive and purposeful activity back
for all prisoners is a key part of the work, and | entirely
accept Mr McCartney’s point that we need to ensure that
that slippage back is redressed in the next few months.

Mr A Maginness: | welcome the Minister’s response to the
question. Certainly, purposeful activity seems to me to be
the central requirement of the CJINI report, but it should
also be emphasised that it is positive about the overall
running of the prison. The retention of the current ethos,
which is very positive, should be at the centre. Does the
Minister agree?

Mr Ford: | am happy to endorse Mr Maginness’s positive
words about the report. As we tend to forget when we
emphasise the work that has to be done, on three of the four
key tests, Magilligan performed well; it is just the unfortunate
slipping back on the constructive and purposeful activity
that needs to be redressed. In other respects, however,
Magilligan has scored extremely well in comparison with the
past and with other prisons across the UK.

Downpatrick Courthouse

4. Mr Hazzard asked the Minister of Justice whether
plans for the future of Downpatrick courthouse have been
finalised. (AQO 7978/11-15)

Mr Ford: Plans for the future of the court estate, including
for Downpatrick courthouse, will not be finalised until |
have had an opportunity to consider the outcome of the
ongoing consultation exercise. Downpatrick courthouse
is not one of the venues currently under consideration

for closure. The consultation paper indicates that, in the
event of the closure of Newtownards courthouse, family
business relating to the petty sessions district of Down
would transfer from Newtownards to Downpatrick.

Mr Hazzard: | thank the Minister for his answer. | think that
that will bring quite a lot of relief to some people in and
around the Downpatrick area who feared for the future of
the Downpatrick courthouse and that we would lose yet
another service from our county town to centralisation.
That comes as quite a relief. | know that the Department
of Justice is now looking at the opportunity to perhaps
decentralise some of its headquarters. Would the Minister
perhaps look at Downpatrick as a venue for that? Go raibh
maith agat.

Mr Ford: | was going to welcome Mr Hazzard’s positive
comments about the courthouse consultation. | think he

is the first MLA who has stood up in the Chamber and
welcomed an aspect of it. That is something of a rarity, and
| should therefore be grateful. However, he then pushed
me on the decentralisation of services. There is certainly

a project ongoing that is looking at the accommodation
provision for the Department of Justice and its agencies

as a whole. Whether that will involve any decentralisation
out of the greater Belfast area is very much under
consideration at this time, but, given the range of the
Department’s responsibilities, | am not sure that there is
likely to be a decentralisation away from greater Belfast, as
opposed to bringing agencies together within Belfast.

Mr Ross: The Minister will be aware that there are
campaigns in a number of council areas to keep local
courthouses open. Does he see any reason why local
councils cannot work with the Department and the Courts
Service to utilise those facilities better so that courthouses
could become community facilities in the evenings

and be used by local community groups or by councils
themselves? That could be a way of keeping those
facilities in local areas.

Mr Ford: | agree entirely with Mr Ross’s general point.
Indeed, in two of the meetings that | have had with council
representatives who are concerned about courthouse
closures, the issue of the potential additional uses of
courthouses was raised.

Courthouses are perhaps not as flexible as some people
might wish; they tend to have a lot of built-in furniture and
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so on. | am open to looking at what might be possible

to spread the costs of maintaining those buildings. That
was the remit that | left with officials from the Courts and
Tribunals Service in at least those two cases where people
came with specific proposals. | am quite happy to look at
what might be possible. In some senses, courthouses are
not as flexible as we would hope them to be. Unfortunately,
they are probably some of the public buildings that are
used for the fewest hours in the week.

Mr Swann: Following on from that, Minister, will you
confirm whether you have had any approaches from the
Mid and East Antrim Borough Council on the possibility of
additional uses for the Ballymena courthouse?

Mr Ford: | am happy to confirm to Mr Swann that one of
the delegations that | have met included the Member of
Parliament for North Antrim, members of the Mid and East
Antrim Borough Council and some business interests
around Ballymena. Indeed, | believe that one of the
councillors who was present said that he was representing
Mr Swann at that meeting. | am happy to confirm that that
was a positive engagement about Ballymena.

Mr Dickson: Minister, this is an inevitable change to

the court service estate. When other jurisdictions have
reorganised their courts, they have modernised the
facilities, brought in electronic facilities and provided a
great deal more online services for members of the legal
professions. What action plan do you have in place to do
that for the courthouses here as the project moves forward?

Mr Ford: | thank Mr Dickson for the question. It is indeed
the case that we need to look at making the best of

the more modern parts of the court estate. There has
been a recent investment of something in the region of
£10 million to improve the way in which the Courts and
Tribunals Service operates, particularly with things like an
IT system and the ability to have live links in all the major
courthouses.

Itis also the case that it is only the more modern
courthouses that have facilities for the proper segregation
of vulnerable witnesses, especially children, or victims from
perpetrators in the case of some serious criminal offences.
That is why the issue is ensuring that we give people a
better service when they reach a courthouse, even if they
may have to travel slightly further from a district that is
currently served by one of the older buildings.

Courts: Closures

5. Miss M Mcllveen asked the Minister of Justice what
avenues he has explored to either make savings or raise
revenue prior to consulting on the closure of courts.
(AQO 7979/11-15)

Mr Ford: Prior to consulting on the closure of courthouses,
the Northern Ireland Courts and Tribunals Service
reviewed all areas of expenditure to minimise the impact
of budget reductions on front-line delivery. As a result,
cuts totalling £2-6 million were delivered in 2014-15 and
further cuts totalling £1-8 million have been identified

for implementation in 2015-16. Those cuts, which total
£4-4 million or 10-8%, have been delivered from existing
contracts, reducing leased accommodation, the temporary
closure of the Old Townhall building in Belfast, an 11%
reduction in the Courts and Tribunals Service’s staffing
complement and reducing judicial expenditure.

In line with DFP’s ‘Managing Public Money’ document,
the Courts and Tribunals Service is also considering, in
the context of ensuring full cost recovery, the potential of
increasing court fees. | have already indicated, including
a few minutes ago, that | am willing to consider any other
options that are suggested by Members or local councils.

Miss M Mcllveen: | thank the Minister for his answer and
hope that he can provide Newtownards with the same
relief as he has provided to Downpatrick. Has he consulted
other Executive Ministers about the transfer of tribunal
hearings relevant to their Department out of expensive
city-centre accommodation and into existing publicly
owned, under-threat court buildings?

Mr Ford: Miss Mcllveen makes a very reasonable

point about the use of courthouses for tribunals. It is

also the case that, in some areas, most notably Newry
recently, other MLAs have complained about the use of
courthouses, which they see as being associated with

the criminal justice system, for tribunals. We have sought
to make the best use of the courts estate and not to hire
additional, expensive facilities. However, there is an issue
in some areas, where that is not always accepted by those
who use the tribunals.

Mr Dallat: Is the Minister sufficiently chastened by the
dressing-down that he got from the Lord Chief Justice for
his decision to close up to half of the courthouses? Is he
sufficiently humbled now to go back and review some of
the daftest decisions?

Mr Ford: | do not recognise the “dressing-down” that | was
given. | would have thought that, after the length of time
that he and | have been in this Chamber, Mr Dallat would
appreciate the concept of the word “consultation”. It is not
a decision but a consultation. However, it is a consultation
on the back of a very difficult financial situation for the
Department of Justice and the savings that have to be
made across the Courts and Tribunals Service. If Mr Dallat
has specific suggestions to make on how matters can be
dealt with and how those costs can be addressed, | am
very happy to hear them and discuss them with him. The
reference that he makes to a “dressing-down” and to silly
ideas are not constructive in dealing with the massive
financial problems that we have ahead of us.

Mr Allister: Given the obviously strong, negative response
that is coming through in the consultation from court
users, from practitioners and from the judges who sit in
those courts, is the Minister yet ready to face up to the fact
and acknowledge that his were ill-thought-out proposals
that do despite to the convenience of court users and

that would put extra burdens beyond capacity into other
courts? Is he big enough to acknowledge that he got it
wrong and to retreat from his preposterous position?

Mr Ford: It is good to see that Mr Dallat can be exceeded
in hyperbole anyway, but | suppose that that is always to
be expected.

The reality is that of course there is a negative response.
People may have heard just occasionally if proposals
come forward to close schools or health facilities that they
get a negative response from people in the immediate
area, but that does not mean that changes do not have to
be made to deal with the budget.

| will repeat to Mr Allister the point that | made to Mr Dallat
— | am not sure that there will be a positive response
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— which is that, if there are specific suggestions to be
made to deal with the difficult budget pressures on the
Courts and Tribunals Service, | am very happy to hear
them. However, he cannot just come off with words

and phrases such as “preposterous” and “ill-thought-
out”. When the Courts and Tribunals Service did a very
detailed examination of the need for court sittings, of the
accessibility from one town to another and of the way

in which the business could be structured better using
IT links, and so on, all of that was done in a practical,
sensible and serious way and should not be derided by the
kind of language that Mr Allister uses.

Legal Aid: Education Tribunals

6. Ms Boyle asked the Minister of Justice to outline the
changes to be made to legal aid in relation to education
tribunals. (AQO 7980/11-15)

Mr Ford: Currently, special educational needs (SEN)
cases are funded under the legal advice and assistance
scheme, commonly known as the “green form”. Advice
can be given to assist the applicant to prepare for the
SEN tribunal or to prepare to challenge a decision of the
education board if it is believed to have failed to provide
special assistance or reasonable adjustments for a
child. The green form is not available for advocacy or
representation at the tribunal. | have no plans to introduce
changes to legal aid for special education tribunals.
Therefore, provision will remain at the current level.

Ms Boyle: Go raibh maith agat. | thank the Minister for

his response and welcome the fact that there is to be no
change. Will he give an assurance that the interests of all
children, particularly those from deprived backgrounds,
will remain paramount in any changes that are made in any
and every aspect of legal aid?

215 pm

Mr Ford: | am quite happy to give Ms Boyle the
reassurance that all the changes that are being made

are being done in a way that will seek to protect the most
vulnerable. So, for example, whilst proposals exist around
reforming green form advice, there is no proposal to
change it with regard to mental health review tribunals,
asylum and immigration, special educational needs or
children’s order cases — the kind of vulnerable groups that
| think Ms Boyle is highlighting — but there are changes
that will have to be made in order to live within the budget.
The important thing is that the Department is seeking to
protect vulnerable people in every circumstance.

Mr Campbell: Will the Minister just doubly reassure us,

on a belt-and-braces basis, about special education
tribunals? Are there to be no changes at all to any
provision that might be made through legal aid that is
administered by his Department to people who will use that
process in the incoming year?

Mr Ford: All that | can do is repeat to Mr Campbell the
last line of what | said earlier. | have no plans to introduce
changes to legal aid in relation to special educational
tribunals. Provision will remain at the current level.

Mr Cree: What impact will proposed legal aid cuts have on
family court proceedings, if any?

Mr Ford: In seeking to protect those who belong to
vulnerable groups, there are key issues around the family

courts. | have already made clear that | believe that there
are cases when, for example, there are repeat applications
by a legally aided ex-partner in the case of things like
access to children, that have to be addressed, but, on the
fundamental issues of work in the family courts, legal aid
will remain available as on the current basis.

Hydebank Wood: Artist Residency Projects

7. Mr O Muilleoir asked the Minister of Justice for an
update on the HMP Hydebank Wood artist residency
projects. (AQO 7981/11-15)

Mr Ford: In Hydebank college, the artist-in-residence
projects are contracted through the Prison Arts Foundation
(PAF). The Prison Arts Foundation has completed a
number of projects within Hydebank aimed at changing

the prison environment through visual art. The projects
have included the painting of a number of wall-scapes
throughout the college to channel offenders’ energies to
positive ends, improving self-worth and helping offenders
to build new skills.

Various artworks have been exhibited at the Waterfront
Hall, Castlereagh library and here at Stormont. Artists

in residence have also inspired a number of offenders

to take part in the arts by entering artwork to be judged
through the Koestler arts award scheme. That has proved
successful, with a high number of awards being achieved.

Due to the reduction of funding across all Departments,
the Northern Ireland Prison Service has had to reduce
the provision of PAF services across all prisons, including
Hydebank.

Mr O Muilleoir: Go raibh maith agat, a Phriomh-
LeasCheann Comhairle. Ba mhaith liom buiochas a
thabhairt don Aire as an fhreagra sin a thabhairt domh
fosta inniu. Silim go dtuigeann sé an mhaith mhér a gni
cursai ealaine do phriosunaigh agus don tsochai seo. |
thank the Minister for his response. It is depressing news
that the Prison Arts Foundation funding has been cut from
£240,000 to £83,000 and that the number of artists in
residence has been cut from four to two. Will the Minister
look again at that vital area of work? | often think that
expenditure on tighter security does not bring the same
benefits as expenditure on the Prison Arts Foundation. |
know that the Minister is very familiar with the work of the
PAF. Is this something that he could review to see if we
could increase the number of residencies again?

Mr Ford: | take Mr O Muilleoir’s point, although | suspect
that, if we reduced expenditure on the security of prisons,
other Members of the House would complain if anything
went wrong, so we need to be realistic. | appreciate that
there were concerns on the part of PAF, and, indeed, some
of our other voluntary sector partners, about the reduction
of costs. That is why | was pleased that we were able to
find the £83,000 that Mr O Muilleoir referred to in order

to maintain a level of service, but that is the blunt reality

of the world in which we currently live. Difficult decisions
have been taken in which many positive areas of justice
spending have had to be reduced because of the budget
that the Executive have given to the Department of Justice.
| do believe, however, that we are getting the best possible
value from the services that are currently provided.

Mr McGlone: Go raibh maith agat, a Phriomh-
LeasCheann Comhairle. Given the constraints that the
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Minister has to work within from the DUP/Sinn Féin
budget that has been handed down to him, can he give
some indication as to what progress has been made
at Hydebank in regard to providing further or proper
education and training skills for young offenders?

Mr Ford: | thank Mr McGlone for that question because a
significant amount of work has been done. Members will
have seen news publications on the fact that Hydebank
Wood is now formally designated as a college. There

is very significant engagement in constructive activity,
whether that might be seen as more traditional education
around matters like essential skills or vocational training. |
believe that something in the region of over 70% of those
in Hydebank Wood on the male side, because it does not
currently apply to Ash House, are engaged in some of
those constructive activities, with Belfast Met providing
these services, which will make it an easier transition for
those who are engaged in courses to continue in courses
in outside venues as they leave the college. | believe

that that is an absolutely fundamental step forward in

the way in which we manage services for young male
offenders. | believe that it is very significant and almost
groundbreaking in the context of UK prisons as a whole.
We should actually be proud of the work that is being done
by the Prison Service.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: Mr Steven Agnew is not in
his place.

Indictable Cases: Pilot Scheme

10. Ms McCorley asked the Minister of Justice for an
update on the pilot scheme in Newtownards, on speeding
up indictable cases. (AQO 7984/11-15)

Mr Ford: The indictable cases pilot was launched on 2
January in the court division of Ards. It will run for a period
of 12 months, with an initial evaluation in June.

Through the scheme, the criminal justice agencies are
implementing a number of changes to how cases are
investigated and prepared, including the greater use of
pre-interview disclosure by the police, the provision of

a case outline to facilitate early engagement with the
defence and a new statement at police interview stage,
highlighting to suspects the potential benefits of entering a
plea at the earliest opportunity.

The pilot also makes use of improved investigative pathways;
clearer file standards with effective supervision; earlier
prosecutorial advice to the police in relation to charging; the
timely and proportionate use of forensic and other evidence;
and, for contested cases, earlier discussions between
parties with a view to narrowing the issues.

Average times for pilot cases, measured against the
average times for cases elsewhere in Northern Ireland,
indicate significant improvements in performance. This
reflects the considerable effort that is being made by
the police and the PPS. However, the evaluation will be
essential in determining the feasibility of roll-out.

| am encouraged by the positive progress to date and the
potential that this offers to improve processing times.

Ms McCorley: Go raibh maith agat, a Phriomh-
LeasCheann Comhairle. Gabhaim buiochas leis an Aire
as a fhreagra. | thank the Minister for his answer. Will the

impact of the pilot scheme impel him to try this in other
areas?

Mr Ford: It would be slightly premature to give a definite
answer to that. Certainly, early indications — and you will
appreciate that we have not even reached the halfway
evaluation — are that there are definite improvements in
the way in which cases are progressed, to the benefit of
defendants as well as victims and witnesses. That has to
be applauded.

On the other hand, it has required a significant input of
resources by some of the agencies that are involved.

We would need to be sure, before we attempt to roll it

out, that we are able to put those additional resources
into the cases which might be considered for inclusion
elsewhere. | will be looking closely at the halfway stage in
June and again at the December evaluation to see what is
possible, because it is clear that one issue that we need to
address significantly in this society is speeding up justice
to ensure that cases are in court quicker, that victims and
witnesses are not kept waiting and that those who are

to be sentenced are made aware of the benefits of early
guilty pleas if they are going to plead guilty and that that
also assists in speeding things up.

Antrim Borough Courthouse

11. Mr Frew asked the Minister of Justice why Mid and
East Antrim Borough Council will be the only council
area, which does not share a boundary with Belfast City
Council, without a courthouse under the new proposals.
(AQO 7985/11-15)

Mr Ford: In the context of the financial challenges that
are facing my Department, the consultation paper sets
out proposals for a reduced court estate. These proposals
seek to maximise the use of our larger, more modern and
better equipped court buildings while seeking as far as
possible to mitigate the impact for court users.

There is no requirement for a court to be located in

each council area and it would be wrong to make such a
requirement. My objective in seeking to rationalise the court
estate is to ensure that we deliver a service that is efficient,
effective and affordable. | believe that the proposal to
transfer business from Ballymena to Antrim and Coleraine,
when taken with the additional flexibility that a single
jurisdiction will deliver, will achieve that objective.

Mr Frew: | thank the Minister for his answer. Can he
assure the House that, no matter what comes out of the
consultation on court closure, errors will not be completed
in the closure of courthouses? Even in my area of north
Antrim, and particularly in Ballymena when we lost the
hospital, not one trust official will say nowadays that that
was not a mistake. The closure of Ballymena courthouse
will be a massive mistake. How can the Minister assure the
House that errors will not happen with the closure of any
courthouse?

Mr Ford: It would be a foolish Minister who said that

errors could never happen, but | am not sure why Mr

Frew suggests that errors will be more likely with the
closure of Ballymena courthouse or any courthouse. The
reality is that we have to work with the available budget,
and | believe that it is more important to put budget into
ensuring that we have adequate staffing, judicial cover and
facilities for individuals when they reach court than use it to
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maintain buildings, some of which are less than ideal when
those who have to use the courthouses arrive there.

Mr Beggs: The Minister did not mention the importance of
justice being seen to be done. Does he recognise that, in
not having a court in each of the new council areas, there
is a huge danger that court decisions and sentences will
not be reported in local papers, and confidence in the law
could be reduced?

Mr Ford: | certainly agree with Mr Beggs that we need
justice to be seen to be done. | remind him, however, that,
in his constituency, Newtownabbey and Carrickfergus
have not had courts for many years, and | am not aware
that the issue has been raised with me when those cases
are heard in Laganside. Similarly, Larne has not had

a court for a couple of years, and no complaints have
reached me about justice not being seen to be done there.
| suggest that, in these days of modern communications,
it is not impossible for local reporters to drive 10 miles and
ensure that local papers continue to carry the stories of
local court decisions.

Mr Allister: The Minister talks about living within his
budget. Would he then like to explain to the House why he
spent £1-7 million upgrading the Ballymena courthouse
that he now wants to close?

Mr Ford: The answer is very simple. As | have said on

a number of occasions about a number of buildings, in
certain cases, essential work had to be done to maintain
health and safety for the building and to ensure that
buildings were compliant with the Disability Discrimination
Act 1995. That was before the Department of Justice was
hit with the very significant budget cuts that were imposed
in-year during the last financial year.

Arm’s-length Bodies: Budget Cuts

12. Mr Spratt asked the Minister of Justice what budget
cuts have been made to arm’s-length bodies funded by his
Department. (AQO 7986/11-15)

Mr Ford: In establishing the 2015-16 budgets, | sought to
protect front-line public services as far as possible against
cuts to my Department’s budget. Throughout the 2015-

16 Budget process, | have highlighted the fact that very
difficult funding decisions will be required. It is important to
note that the starting point for the Department’s budget is
a 15-1% cut against our 2014-15 opening baseline, which
is a cut of £165 million. The Executive then provided an
allocation of £90 million, which is equivalent to 6-:4%. Of
that, £20 million was provided as part of the final Budget
process and was ring-fenced for the PSNI, which will
receive £65 million in total of that £90 million.

The balance of the Executive funding that has not gone to
the police has been allocated, based on our priorities. In
some areas, it will be used to offset the impact of baseline
cuts, so some areas have cuts of less than 15-1%; in
others, it has been used to offset specific demand-led
pressures as far as possible. The core Department, for
example, is making savings of 22% so that savings can
be reallocated to the front line. Separately, the Treasury
is providing £29-5 million of security funding, which is not
baseline-related but is specific funding to the police for a
specific purpose.

To inform the decisions on final budget allocations,
the Department considered the outcome of the budget

consultation exercise and savings delivery plans. Final
budget reductions for the Department’s arm’s-length
bodies included the following cuts: the Police Ombudsman,
5%; the Police Rehabilitation and Retraining Trust (PRRT),
5%; the PSNI, 5-7%; the Probation Board, 9-2%; the RUC
George Cross Foundation, 11-:8%; the Criminal Justice
Inspection (CJINI), 12%; the Northern Ireland Police
Fund,12%; and the Policing Board, 15:1%.

2.30 pm

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: That ends the period for
listed questions. We now move on to topical questions.

Fatal Foetal Abnormality: Legislation

T1. Ms McCorley asked the Minister of Justice to
confirm that he will introduce legislation on the sensitive
issue of fatal foetal abnormality, regardless of whether
the Health Minister brings forward medical guidelines.
(AQT 2381/11-15)

Mr Ford: While | appreciate Ms McCorley’s question,

| cannot guarantee that | will bring forward legislation
because, for a Minister to bring forward legislation,

it requires Executive approval. | believed that the
consultation on abortion would have been better
conducted jointly between the Health and Justice
Departments, but the previous Health Minister did not
wish that to be the case. | proceeded with the consultation
on the criminal justice aspects of abortion, on the basis

of which | propose to recommend to the Executive the
recommendation that was put in the consultation, which

is to allow abortion in the very narrow case of fatal foetal
abnormality, where there is no prospect of a viable life for
the foetus after delivery and no treatment beyond palliative
care could be offered. That is the proposal that | will put to
the Executive, and | hope that the Executive will support
me in enabling legislation to be put to the House.

Ms McCorley: Go raibh maith agat, a Phriomh-LeasCheann
Comhairle. Gabhaim buiochas leis an Aire as an fhreagra
sin. An dtig liom iarraidh ar an Aire an bhfuil amline aige
nuair a bhéas seo ag tuitim amach? Does the Minister have
a timeline for when that might happen?

Mr Ford: | cannot give a timeline at this stage, but | will
put a paper to the Executive as soon as one can be drawn
up. It will then be a matter for the First Minister and the
deputy First Minister to decide whether it will be tabled

for the Executive, and for the Executive then to decide
whether they wish to go ahead. | appreciate that this issue
is extremely difficult for many people in this society, but it
is right that we should legislate in that one narrow area.

Justice Minister: Election

T2. Mr McCallister asked the Minister of Justice whether
he now recognises that the way in which we elect an
MLA to hold the office of Minister of Justice holds back
the normalisation of politics here, given that, on taking

up ministerial office in 2010, he said — “Today is not

the completion of a process; the completion of the
process will come when the devolved Assembly and
Executive carry out all their duties well, consistently and
in partnership for all the people of Northern Ireland.” —
[Official Report (Hansard), Bound Volume 50, p148, col 1].
(AQT 2382/11-15)
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Mr Ford: No. It is not often that people quote me; | thought
that Mr McCallister was quoting me approvingly. | do not
agree with him that the way in which the Justice Minister
is elected is holding back politics. The way in which

the Justice Minister is elected, which is by a weighted
majority in the Assembly, is the appropriate way in which
an Executive, as a whole, should be formed. That would
be closer to the normalisation of politics than the method
by which the First Minister and the deputy First Minister
are appointed by their parties and then other Ministers

are appointed by parties in series. | would have thought
that the way in which the Justice Minister is appointed

is the way forward for the Assembly to move towards
normalisation while still maintaining the need for a majority
of support that is significantly higher than 50%+1.

Mr McCallister: | am grateful to the Minister for his
analysis; he is trailblazing. Does he accept that,

although he voted against the 2007-2011 Programme

for Government, he took up office? He is now a Minister
in an Executive that do not really have a Programme for
Government. Does he not think that it is vital that, when
you form a Government, you have a negotiated and
agreed Programme for Government and collective Cabinet
responsibility? That would go a long way to taking the
fear out of who holds the Justice Ministry. Will he give an
undertaking now that neither he nor any Alliance Member
will take the Justice Ministry in 2016 if they do not agree
with the Programme for Government?

Mr Ford: | think that there were about six questions in that
one. To highlight the point, | voted against the Programme
for Government in 2007 because | believed that it was
inadequate in certain aspects around building a united
community and overcoming our divisions. When | took
office, it was on the basis of the agreement of the First
Minister and the deputy First Minister to what the Alliance
Party put forward as the proposals for what would be the
addendum to the PFG for the Department of Justice. That
is the programme that has been largely implemented over
the last five years; we celebrated our fifth birthday last
week. It is clear that, on one or two occasions, issues
have arisen that were not covered by that PFG addendum
and which have sometimes created differences in the
Chamber, but, by and large, considering the difficulties of
a Department like Justice, there has been a large measure
of agreement. | believe that that is because we got that
agreement sorted out before | accepted office.

| take his point entirely, and | believe that the world

would be better if the Programme for Government were
agreed by parties that were then willing to form an
Executive, rather than mathematics putting people into
the Executive to see whether they can form a Programme
for Government. However, |, as a Minister, have to say
that we do have a Programme for Government. | will leave
it to others to decide whether it is being honoured in full
substance. However, when you ask me to give a guarantee
that no Alliance Minister will take on the Justice Ministry
in 2016, | am minded to quote the outgoing Member of
Parliament for Fermanagh and South Tyrone and say,
“Never say never.”

Legal Highs: Adam Owens

T3. Mr McCarthy asked the Minister of Justice what steps
he will take to ensure that lethal legal highs are made
illegal and placed well out of the reach of the population of

Northern Ireland, given that he will be aware of the tragic
death of young Adam Owens in Newtownards last week,
with Adam’s family, and indeed the whole community,
blaming legal highs for the tragedy, and, finally, will he and
other Members of the House join in offering their total and
absolute sympathy to the Owens family at this terrible time.
(AQT 2383/11-15)

Mr Ford: | am very happy to join Kieran McCarthy in
expressing my sympathy to the family of Adam Owens.
It was just a couple of weeks ago that | had a meeting
with Beechmount Mums Against Drugs, which was
formed following the death of Sean Paul Carnahan, also
from so-called legal highs or, to be more accurate, new
psychoactive substances (NPS).

As | have said in the Chamber before, the Misuse of
Drugs Act is not a devolved issue. It is a reserved matter
for Westminster, and, therefore, we have limited powers.
However, | have talked in the past about work that is being
led in particular by Belfast City Council — Omagh District
Council was second, and Larne may have followed as
well — to use consumer safety legislation to deal with the
issue of legal highs. | have also been lobbying the Home
Office, seeking to get it to take the matter seriously. |

have had correspondence with the outgoing Minister with
responsibility for drug policy in the Home Office, and |
hope to meet the appropriate Minister after the election is
resolved at Westminster. | believe that it is essential that
we use the knowledge that we have of how matters have
been addressed in Northern Ireland, and, indeed, of how
matters have been addressed across the border, to ensure
that we get the best possible action across the UK as a
whole. However, that rests with the Home Office and not
with us.

Mr McCarthy: | welcome the Minister’s commitment to
an improvement in addressing the causes of not only this
terrible tragedy but other tragedies. | also welcome his
commitment to tackling whoever the incoming Minister at
the Home Office might be. Will the Minister ensure that,
whatever develops between him and the Home Office,
these legal highs will be made illegal and put well out of
the reach of everyone, particularly the young population
here in Northern Ireland and across the UK? It is a deadly
serious issue.

Mr Ford: Again, | agree entirely that we need to ensure
that the matter is dealt with. It is, of course, a slight irony
that some of these substances that are referred to as
legal highs may well contain individual substances that
are illegal. We need to find legislation that actually deals
with the reality on the ground and the tragedies that
people have suffered in Northern Ireland, including quite
a number last year, as a result of NPS. We must not allow
the niceties of legislation or the occasional changing of

a molecule in the chemical composition to obstruct the
efforts of law enforcement agencies to protect people,
especially the young people who are most likely to engage
in the consumption of these substances.

Justice: Innovative Policies

T4. Mr Ross asked the Minister of Justice to state the
most innovative policy that he has come up with during
his five years in office, given the launch this Thursday at
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1.30 pm of the first in a series of justice seminars aimed at
promoting innovation within the justice system in Northern
Ireland. (AQT 2384/11-15)

Mr Ford: There are so many positive things that | could not
possibly highlight just one of them. [Laughter.] If we were to
look at the one that will have the most far-reaching effect,
it would probably be the reform of the prison system. | was
told directly by a former Northern Ireland Office Minister
that prison reform was left in the “too difficult” tray under
direct rule and was left for devolution to happen. The good
work done by the prison reform team, Dame Anne Owers
and her colleagues, undoubtedly produced an excellent
report. Allowing for the fact that there were some political
disagreements in this place as to exactly how some
aspects of it would be implemented, it has nonetheless
formed the basis of a very significant reform from the
culture in which the Prison Service was effectively given
the job of guarding the perimeter of the prisons to one in
which we now see very positive work going on.

This is the sort of work that | saw highlighted in the Ornella
unit in Ash House recently and the additional work assisting
women to get their lives back on track; the work that has
turned the young offenders’ centre into a college; the work
that has got the good result that we highlighted earlier for
Magilligan; and the ongoing work in the very difficult and
complex prison of Maghaberry to ensure that life is much
better there. By the time we have the final report of the
three-year oversight group this autumn, | believe that we
will see all significant recommendations signed off to the
point where all that remains is capital funding. Sometimes,
we forget that it is a reform programme that is, frankly, as
big as the one that brought the PSNI into operation, but it
has gone through in a much quieter way.

Mr Ross: Thank you, again. Innovation in justice, and
innovative policies, have the opportunity to produce better
outcomes that are more cost-effective to the public purse.
One of the areas in the court system where there are
significant difficulties is the clogging up of the courts. Has
the Minister had discussions with the judiciary or the Court
Service about how we can digitise the Court Service and,
perhaps, look at online courts for low-level disputes?

Mr Ford: The concept of online courts is an interesting one
that has not come across my desk in any formal way. It is
in line with what we are seeking to do to reform the way in
which the court system operates to make it more effective
and more efficient; but | think that, for some time, people
are likely to expect to be present if they are to have their
proverbial “day in court”. However, we should acknowledge
that it was not that long ago that the prisoner escort
service was spending an enormous amount of time and
effort transporting prisoners from jails to courthouses for
simple remand hearings of a minute or two. We have got
away from that by video links. There may be other ways in
which we can develop it, but | shall look to those who have
greater experience of the IT niceties than | do to make
those suggestions.

Courthouse Closures:
Law Society Comments

T5. Mr D Mcllveen asked the Minister of Justice to
comment on the Law Society’s comments, in which

it suggested that his approach to the closure of local
courthouses has the very definite potential to be penny
wise and pound foolish. (AQT 2385/11-15)

Mr Ford: | hear lots of things said by the Law Society,
including some of the predictions it made about the terrible
things that would happen when we reformed criminal

legal aid a couple of years ago, and the so-called strike
that some of them engaged in for a while before they
recognised the reality of what has to be done to live within
a budget and to reform the system. So, | am afraid that |
do not recognise any sense in the point made by the Law
Society. | do not see any suggestion. If the Law Society
believes that the proposals around courthouse reform are
penny wise and pound foolish, | hope it will engage with
the Department of Justice in finding a better way of dealing
with matters, given the budget constraints we live under.

Mr D Mcllveen: | thank the Minister for his answer. The
Law Society is critical of the Minister on his position on
this issue; the Policing Board is critical of the Minister’s
position in how he has handled injury on duty; and the

law fraternity, generally, has been critical of the Minister
around how he has handled the redistribution of legal aid.
Can the Minister identify any body within the legal family at
the moment that is not critical of him?

Mr Ford: | am sorry that Mr Mcllveen highlights that

he thinks the Policing Board is critical of me over the
handling of injury-on-duty issues, when it is, principally,

a responsibility for the Policing Board. If we have the
situation where certain solicitors and barristers are not
terribly happy with essential reforms to legal aid, then |
am sorry, but we might possibly think they have a vested
interest in the matter. At the moment, | think | get on
tolerably well with most people in probation, most people in
youth justice, most people in the Police Service and most
of the civil servants working in the core of the Department
who support the work that has to be done, despite the
difficult budget cuts. So, at the moment, | am reasonably
content that we are still winning, thanks.

2.45 pm

Regional Development

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: | inform the House that
question 9 has been withdrawn.

Street Lighting: Annual Cost

1. Mr Girvan asked the Minister for Regional Development
how much his Department spends on energy costs
annually for street lighting. (AQO 7989/11-15)

Mr Kennedy (The Minister for Regional Development):
To get the most competitive electricity prices for street
lighting, a tender competition is run each year. The annual
cost of electricity for street lighting varies from year to
year, depending on the prevailing cost of electricity, the
number of street lights and their wattage. In recent years,
the annual cost has typically been in excess of £10 million.
The out-turn costs for the last financial year, 2014-15, are
not yet finalised, but | confirm that, in 2013-14, for example,
street lighting electricity cost just over £10-6 million. [ am
glad to say that, like many other electricity consumers,

my Department has recently seen a reduction in the unit
cost of electricity. However, it must be recognised that,
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while prices have fallen, the number of street lights that my
Department is responsible for inevitably grows each year
as new housing development streets and other new roads
are adopted into the public road network.

Mr Girvan: | thank the Minister for his answer. In relation
to technology and the availability of low-energy lighting
— LED lighting is 80% more efficient than the lighting
systems that are currently used — has the Department
looked at investing in that to save in the future?

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member for his
supplementary question. | am happy to confirm that the
Department is looking at that proactively, and we have a
major pilot project on that in the Banbridge and Craigavon
area. LEDs for street lighting use have only recently been
developed to the point where they are economically and
technically viable when compared with other options, such
as the more conventional sodium street lights. Until very
recently, the high capital cost of LED street lights meant
that their widespread use could not be justified. However,
prices have fallen by more than half over the past two
years, and | have recognised that the time is now right to
invest in LED technology on a much larger scale.

Mr O hOisin: Go raibh maith agat, a Phriomh-LeasCheann
Comhairle. Could the Minister confirm or otherwise reports
of the practice of street lighting being turned off in some
areas during the hours of darkness?

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member for his
supplementary question. | am not aware of those instances.
If he has evidence of any cases, | would be interested

in obtaining it. There is certainly no planned systematic
switch-off of lights at present, even though, as he will know,
the resource budget is under considerable pressure.

Community Transport

2. Mr Dallat asked the Minister for Regional Development
to outline his plans for ensuring that community transport
remains an integral component of public transport.

(AQO 7990/11-15)

Mr Kennedy: First, | acknowledge the valuable services
that the community transport operators provide to local
communities and their members across Northern Ireland.
Rural community transport partnerships can provide
access to local essential services such as shopping,

the post office or local health services, such as GPs, or
they can link in with the wider public transport network to
enable people to travel outside their local area. It is my
intention, subject to EU rules and licensing arrangements,
to continue to support those organisations. However, while
| support fully the services provided by all community
transport service providers, there will unfortunately be

a reduction in the level of funding available. | have tried

to minimise that, and it should be noted that, during my
time as Minister, | have protected the baseline budget for
community transport year on year and, where possible,
supplemented it with in-year funding. | have been working
intensively with officials to determine how best to spend
the limited resources that are available to me.

The Member will know that my Department delivers key
water, transport and road services. The population relies
on my Department’s services 24 hours a day, seven days
a week. However, | am facing £60 million of pressures in
this financial year, and the scale of reduction required to

meet that cannot be delivered without an impact on core
services. My Department will work closely with the service
providers to explore ways of providing the service in a
more cost-efficient manner and will seek to minimise the
impact on the end user.

Mr Dallat: | have listened carefully to the Minister and the
problems that he has in balancing the books, but does he
agree with me that Causeway community transport, for
example, faces cuts of over 30%? Does he agree with me
that neither Translink or any other organisation can fill the
gap that will be created when people who require specialist
transport to hospitals or clinics are left? It is another case
of the most vulnerable being the victims of these vicious
austerity cutbacks.

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member for his
supplementary. | share the concern about the potential
impact. The Member has suggested that some rural
community transport is being cut by one third or 33%. The
effective cut in grant to rural community transport is from
a baseline amount of £2:75 million to £2-4 million. That is
an 11% reduction. The figure of 33% refers to the position
after last year’s in-year monitoring rounds are included,
and the Member will know that | have been successful in
previous years in supplementing the awards to the groups
through the monitoring rounds. | will continue to do that
as we enter the new financial year. | do not underestimate
the challenge, but what | am determined to do, through my
officials, is to work with the providers and the groups to
see where we can minimise the potential impact.

Mr G Robinson: Will the Minister state whether community
transport services for the rural population, such as those in
the Limavady area, will be retained to reduce the impact on
social deprivation, isolation and health visits? | appreciate
what his answer was to Mr Dallat.

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member for his
supplementary question. There is no proposal or intention
by me to withdraw the services, but | face a fairly critical
financial position in my resource budget. The Member will
know that, the Assembly knows that and the Executive
know that. | cannot spend money that | do not have. That
said, we are working with providers and users to try to
mitigate some of the issues on the ground, and we will
continue to do that in all areas, in addition to the area that
the Member mentioned.

Ms Maeve McLaughlin: Go raibh maith agat, a Phriomh-
LeasCheann Comhairle. Following on from that, will the
Minister confirm the success or otherwise of integrated
transport, including community transport, particularly in
the mid-Ulster area?

Mr Kennedy: | have no doubt that they are successful
projects that operate very successfully in areas and
provide essential assistance to people who use the
services, whether for social occasions or medical
appointments, especially in rural areas. Representing

a rural constituency, | am aware of the importance of
connecting communities and people in local areas. We will
continue to seek to do that, but it is a challenge, given the
budget that | face.

Mr Swann: Has the Department tried to source funding
from any other avenues?

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member for his
supplementary. | can confirm that the Department made
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a bid for Delivering Social Change funding of some £2
million over the period 2014-16 to extend the services

of local rural community transport partnerships in the
evenings and at weekends. That initiative has been
included as a measure in OFMDFM'’s draft Active Ageing
strategy, but, as yet, the Department has not received
confirmation that it will receive the necessary support from
those funds.

Ms Sugden: Are the cuts to each rural community
transport partnership equally and strategically justified
across Northern Ireland?

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member for her question.
| do not underestimate the challenge that is before the
user groups and the operators. We have sought to apply
the cuts as evenly as we can. That will be the case going
forward as we seek to work with groups to address

the underfunding situation. | will be grateful for any
representations that the Member may wish to bring to me.

Cycle Network: East Antrim

3. Mr Beggs asked the Minister for Regional Development
for an update on the development of the cycle network in
East Antrim. (AQO 7991/11-15)

Mr Kennedy: | am committed, as the House will know, to
creating a network of high-quality, direct, joined-up routes
throughout Northern Ireland so that everyone can use the
bicycle to make every day journeys. | envisage arterial
and quiet routes in cities and greenways between urban
centres to provide links to shops, community facilities,
places of education and workplaces. That will take time to
develop, but my Department has already begun work to
develop a bicycle network for Belfast that | hope to consult
on later this year. Work will then begin on similar plans for
other urban areas.

In East Antrim, | am pleased to be able to confirm, the
scheme to provide a combined footway and cycleway
along Prince Andrew Way in Carrickfergus is nearing
completion. Combined footways and cycleways have
also been provided along the length of the A8 dualling
scheme between Coleman’s corner and Larne and on
the A2 scheme between Jordanstown Road and Station
Road, Greenisland. Plans are also in hand to extend the
cycle route from Station Road to Trooperslane and on to
Carrickfergus.

My Department will continue to deliver cycling
infrastructure, as resources permit, in line with the network
identified in the existing transport plans.

Mr Beggs: With the A2 at Greenisland road-widening
scheme nearing completion and the cycle lane at Prince
Andrew Way proceeding, that will be a considerable
enhancement to cycling in my constituency, in particular
because it links it to the greater cycling network in Belfast.
Will the Minister provide more details of the scheme

at Prince Andrew Way and how it might be extended
throughout the rest of the town?

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member for his
supplementary question and, indeed, for his enthusiastic
support for cycling and the cycling revolution that is well
under way. | know that he is a keen cyclist. The scheme
at Prince Andrew Way is a continuous 2 kilometre-long
and 3 metre-wide combined footway/cycleway along the
north side of Prince Andrew Way in Carrickfergus. The

substantial investment of over £200,000 in the cycling
infrastructure will provide a continuous footway/cycleway
route between North Road and Craigs Road and will

make it easier and safer for people to walk and cycle in
Carrickfergus. It is in line with the Department’s policy to
continue to promote sustainable transport such as walking
and cycling as a healthy, environmentally friendly and cost-
effective mode of transport.

Importantly, the scheme links several schools in the area
and supports my Department’s Active School Travel
programme, which aims to increase the number of pupils
travelling to school actively, whether through cycling or
walking. The programme also improves pupils’ general
cycling skills and road awareness, and their knowledge
of the health benefits of cycling and walking. Ultimately,
it helps to create a culture of active travel within schools
throughout Northern Ireland. | thank the Member for his
enthusiasm for cycling in East Antrim.

3.00 pm

Car Parks

4. Mr Milne asked the Minister for Regional Development,
following the handover of car parks from his Department
to the new local councils, what provision has been made
to address councils’ concerns regarding the condition and
structural integrity of these car parks. (AQO 7992/11-15)

Mr Kennedy: My Department was not given any specific
funding by the Department of Finance and Personnel to
resurface or upgrade car parks in advance of their transfer
to the new councils, and that remains the case. From a
condition and structural integrity point of view, the car
parks that transferred were deemed fit for purpose. They
were inspected regularly and were in daily use up to the
point of transfer. Any defects identified in the run-up to the
1 April 2015 handover were prioritised and repaired as the
Department’s resources permitted.

Following receipt of an additional allocation for routine
maintenance in January monitoring, my Department did
undertake some minor works such as the renewal of white-
lining in car parks where that was deemed necessary

for enforcement purposes prior to the handover to the
councils. In addition, engineers carried out a special public
liability inspection of the car parks and completed any work
identified.

The Member will be aware that the new councils will have
received budget transfers from DFP for the car parks,
which included an element of funding for maintenance. His
own Mid Ulster District Council took possession of 23 car
parks with a net book valuation of £2-5 million, which are
expected to make a profit of some £216,000. Any future
maintenance of the car parks that have transferred is now
the responsibility of the respective councils.

Mr Milne: Go raibh maith agat, a Phriomh-LeasCheann
Combhairle. Gabhaim buiochas leis an Aire as an fhreagra
a thug sé. | thank the Minister for his detailed answer. How
many councils accepted or declined the car park handover,
or were even undecided?

Mr Kennedy: | thank the Member for his supplementary
question. All councils accepted the transfer. They also
accepted that the arrangements for enforcement will
continue until at least next year, when the current contract
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operated by the Department expires. There are policy
aspects, however. | think that two councils opted not to
continue to provide the special rate of five hours’ parking
for £1, which has been so successful in other places. That
is a matter entirely for those councils.

Mr Campbell: The Minister will be aware of the particular
skills that were deployed by personnel in car parking under
the prior arrangement. Is he aware of councils having
requested similar training arrangements to ensure that that
is replicated in the new system as the councils take control?

Mr Kennedy: | thank the Member for his supplementary
question. Wherever the Department can assist by using its
experience to benefit the new operators, we will continue
to do that. As | said in my earlier answer, all councils
agreed to use the enforcement officials and personnel in
that method at least until the contract runs out next year.
We stand open to assist wherever we can, given that the
responsibility ultimately now lies with the new councils.

Mr Cree: The Minister will know that the vast majority
of the car parks came from the councils after the last
reorganisation. Minister, can you explain why the
Department of Finance and Personnel top-sliced the
income surplus?

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member for his
supplementary question. | can say that DFP did not
withhold any income, but it did offset the surplus from

car parking against the budgets for other functions that
were transferring. DFP, as the funding Department for
central and local government, decided on how the transfer
of budgets was to be handled. It did not rest with my
Department.

Mr McGlone: Go raibh maith agat, a Phriomh-
LeasCheann Comhairle. Will the Minister agree that, in
some of these instances, the new councils in effect bought
a pig in a poke when the powers were transferred, in so
far as, undoubtedly, there will be additional costs to them?
Indeed, can the Minister advise us on what compensatory
measures were provided to them for the enhancement of
those car parking facilities in the amounts of money that
were provided to them?

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member for his
supplementary question. | do not subscribe to his “pig

in a poke” comment. Earlier, | quoted figures in respect
of Mid Ulster Council, where 23, | think, car parks were
transferred, with potential income of £200,000. | think
that that is not to be sneezed at or sneered at. | trust local
government to look after and to continue to maintain these
assets, and | think that it will do that. | do not envisage
the problems that perhaps the Member does. Work was
carried out as necessary to various car parks just before
transfer took place, but | have to say that, based on the
record of claims against the Department for defective
surfaces, | am satisfied that car parks were transferred in
more-than-acceptable condition.

Places of Worship: Signage

5. Mr McCausland asked the Minister for Regional
Development to outline the criteria for the erection
of a direction sign to a place of public worship.
(AQO 7993/11-15)

Mr Kennedy: | can advise that direction signs are generally
only used where they will benefit road users as an aid

to navigation, or for road safety or traffic management
reasons. The main purpose of a direction sign is to guide
road users to their desired destinations via the most
appropriate route at the latter stages of their journey,
particularly where destinations may be difficult to find.

Direction signing is therefore not normally permitted to
places of public worship that are located on main urban
routes or on rural A- and B-class roads. However, a place
of public worship may be signed when there is a clear road
safety need for doing so or all of the following criteria are
met: first, that it has a seating capacity in excess of 100
and is open for worship at least once a week throughout
the year; and, secondly, that my Department is satisfied
that there is obvious difficulty in locating the church
building due to its location or remoteness from the main
road network or where there are a number of churches

in the general vicinity, particularly with similar names. In
such cases, the applicant is expected to pay in advance
the full cost of any signing provided, which will become the
property of the Department.

Mr McCausland: | thank the Minister for his answer.

In rural areas, there are a number of mission halls and
gospel halls that fall slightly under the 100-seat capacity;
they tend to have seating for around 80. Will the Minister
consider reviewing the minimum seating capacity?

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member for his
supplementary question. | do not know why | am smiling.
There is a distinction between the number of people
attending and the number of seats that are available. |
think that the Member gets that. | do not know whether
there is any creativity. Sometimes, it is difficult to ask
churches to pursue creativity. It is something that I am
prepared to look at, and | will write to the Member after
due reflection. It may not be immediate; there are other
pressing issues that he is aware of.

Millennium Way, Lurgan

6. Mr Gardiner asked the Minister for Regional
Development for an update on Millennium Way, Lurgan.
(AQO 7994/11-15)

Mr Kennedy: | am pleased to confirm that the notice of
making of the vesting order for the extension to Millennium
Way was published in the week commencing 23 March
2015. The vesting order will become operative on 28 April
2015. The scheme involves the construction of 430 metres
of new road between Malcolm Road and Gilford Road and
the upgrading of the existing junctions between Millennium
Way/Malcolm Road and Gilford Road/Banbridge Road.
The new road, which also accommodates cyclists and
pedestrians, will reduce congestion in the area and traffic
flows through residential areas. It is important to point

out that construction of the proposal remains subject to
the project continuing to have a satisfactory economic
appraisal and funding being made available in future
budget settlements.

Mr Gardiner: | thank the Minister very much for that
report, and | am warmly encouraged to hear that the
residents will be compensated. Have you any idea what
the figure is likely to be, Minister?

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member, who has been
a persistent advocate, along with his party colleague Jo-
Anne Dobson, in giving representation for this scheme. In
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particular, he has promoted it and pressed me to continue
to make progress on it. Part of the vesting process system
is to work through the issues with the current occupants
of residential and business premises that are due to

be vested in order to secure vacant possession. My
Department plans to continue with that work. Six houses
and a complex containing six commercial manufacturing
businesses will need to be demolished. All those
properties, except for one dwelling, are, | understand,
owned by the same landowner, with the majority currently
tenanted. When possible, officials will continue to liaise
with utility companies to complete preliminary works in
advance of the main contract. In particular, some advance
work by BT is likely to commence shortly and will take a
number of months to complete.

Mr Moutray: | am rather disappointed but not surprised
that the Minister gave a very party political answer. He

will know that | and many others, as well as Mr Gardiner
and Mrs Dobson, have lobbied, had meetings and raised
questions about this issue. The scheme will cost about £7
million. When will it be delivered? It has been on the books
for approximately 40 years.

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member for his
supplementary question and accept that there have been
widespread political representations. He asked when
construction will start. Obviously, we have to get through
the processes from 28 April through to the deadline.

The construction of the scheme remains subject to the
proposal continuing to have a satisfactory economic
appraisal and availability in future budget settlements. If
funding is available, it is expected that construction could
commence in spring 2016 and would take approximately
six months to complete. | very much hope that we will
continue to work successfully to provide the scheme

as quickly as possible. | am aware of the long-standing
arguments over 40 years. The late Harold McCusker was
advocating for it when he was the Member of Parliament
for the whole of County Armagh. | am aware that there is
widespread public and political support for it.

A5: Update

7. Lord Morrow asked the Minister for Regional
Development for an update on the A5 scheme.
(AQO 7995/11-15)

Mr Kennedy: Following on from the legal challenge

in 2013 to the A5 western transport corridor, four draft
reports have been developed to assess any impacts on
all the designated environmentally sensitive sites in the
vicinity of the scheme, of which there were nine in total,
and, when appropriate, mitigation measures are proposed.
Public consultation on those reports concluded at the end
of November 2014, and responses received will be taken
into account as the scheme development progresses.
The next step is the publication of the draft vesting orders
and draft direction order. A new environmental statement
for the scheme will be published at the same time as
those draft orders. Publication of the draft orders and
environmental statement will be followed by a six-week
public consultation period. This is likely to lead to the
need for a second public inquiry on the scheme, and | can
advise that it is my intention to circulate a paper on the
scheme to Executive colleagues in the coming weeks.

315 pm

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: That ends the period for
listed questions. We now move to topical questions.

Roads: South Armagh

T1. Ms Fearon asked the Minister for Regional
Development, given the success of the Gullion tourism
project and the Giant’s Lair at Slieve Gullion Forest Park,
what he plans to do to improve the roads in south Armagh,
which are extremely dangerous to drive on and are unfit for
the growing number of visitors. (AQT 2391/11-15)

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member for her topical
question. | am aware that Slieve Gullion has become
increasingly popular as a venue for tourists and for local
people to enjoy their leisure. It is important that access
roads to the area be properly maintained. She will know
that my resource budget is under considerable pressure.
We seek to maintain the network as best we can, not
just in Slieve Gullion, not just in south Armagh, not just in
Newry and Armagh, but all over Northern Ireland.

Ms Fearon: Go raibh maith agat. | thank the Minister for
his answer. | recognise that budgets are under pressure,
but budgets need to be used wisely and in the interests of
the public. The Minister needs to look at a strategic plan to
upgrade roads across south Armagh because, if they are
neglected much longer, repairs will cost much more and
public safety will be at risk.

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member. | accept some
of the points that she made, but the state of the network

that | inherited as a legacy from her party colleague and,
indeed, her immediate predecessor, was not ideal either.
Roads and the maintenance of roads have been an issue
for many years, and not just during an election campaign.

Flood Alleviation Scheme: Ballymena

T2. Mr Swann asked the Minister for Regional
Development for an update on the proposed flood
alleviation scheme for Queen Street, Toome Road and
Wakehurst Park in Ballymena. (AQT 2392/11-15)

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member. The
investigatory report was presented to the flood investment
planning group on 23 March 2015. The report identified a
number of options to reduce the flood risk in the Toome
Road and Queen Street area of Ballymena. It has been
agreed that the preferred option outlined in the report
should be taken through detailed design to delivery. This
will now be progressed as a joint NI Water and Transport
NI project and will include improvements to the storm
drainage system from the Wakehurst estate, increasing
the capacity of the Northern Ireland Water combined
sewerage system and separation of road drainage from NI
Water’s combined sewer. In addition, options to introduce
improvements through a sustainable drainage system will
be further investigated.

Mr Swann: | thank the Minister for his update. As he well
knows, this problem has been ongoing for quite some time.
Does he envisage a time frame for completion of these
works?

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member for his interest.
This will be a significant project with a preliminary cost
estimate of £1-5 million. It is estimated that the project
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could be ready to commence in 12 months, with a further
12 months required for construction. This outline time
frame will be subject to any statutory approvals, land
purchase and the availability of funding. However, given
the potential for further flooding at this location, the
scheme will be prioritised accordingly.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: The Member listed for
question 3 has withdrawn his name; | call Mr Alastair Ross.

Community Transport: Cuts

T4. Mr Ross asked the Minister for Regional Development,
with the belief that Ms Sugden’s earlier question on
community transport was not adequately answered,
whether cuts to community transport have been applied
proportionately across all providers in Northern Ireland.
(AQT 2394/11-15)

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member for his question.
Of course, we will always seek to apply efficiencies and
cost savings evenly across the board. Sometimes it is
dependent on the level of service in an area, and we have
to be mindful of that. Generally, however, we seek to do so.

Mr Ross: | take it that that rather long answer is a

longer way of saying, “No, they have not been applied
proportionally across Northern Ireland”. Given that that

is the case, will the Minister perhaps outline the disparity
between the lowest price per trip and the highest price per
trip across Northern Ireland and across the providers?

Mr Kennedy: The Member will know that there are
variations in all these things. | am not in a position to
outline that to you in detail. If you write to me, | will happily
provide a more detailed answer.

There is a significant challenge. My officials will work
through that challenge to address it, and they will work
with groups and users to minimise the impact on front-line
services. | realise the importance of those services to a
great many people in rural and urban areas.

Grass-cutting Schedule: Carnmoney

T5. Mrs Cameron asked the Minister for Regional
Development for an update on the grass-cutting
schedule for the Carnmoney area of Newtownabbey.
(AQT 2395/11-15)

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member for her topical
question. The Member will know that, as a result of budgetary
pressures, the resource budget is under severe pressure.

At the moment, we simply carry out work that is absolutely
necessary. That is likely to cause problems, but it is done
under my instruction that we will continue to do that at least
until we see the outcome of the June monitoring situation. |
am conscious that any impact will be on front-line services.

Maintenance issues cannot simply be wished away. Grass
cutting, gully emptying and street lighting are all day-to-
day services that the public expect and need. We need

to provide those services, but we need to be adequately
funded for them.

Mrs Cameron: | thank the Minister for his answer thus
far. Given that the grass along the Fairview Road in
Newtownabbey was cut only once last year and has not
yet been cut this year, does he agree that the reduction in
grass cutting will have a detrimental effect on the area for
residents and on their enjoyment of their locality?

Mr Kennedy: | accept the Member’s point. Where
possible, we seek to make at least two cuts a year in

rural areas and five cuts a year in urban areas. With the
budgetary position at the moment, it is not possible to do
that. Those issues are well known and have been debated
not only in the Chamber but around the Executive table.
Indeed, the Committee for Regional Development is also
aware of the pressures. | need the support of colleagues in
the House to ensure that adequate funding is provided to
the resource budget of DRD so that these services, which
are much needed and are important, can continue in the
fashion that people have come to expect.

Parking Regulations:
Fair and Equitable Enforcement

T6. Lord Morrow asked the Minister for Regional
Development for an assurance that there is fair and
equitable enforcement of parking regulations across
our towns, cities and villages in Northern Ireland.
(AQT 2396/11-15)

Mr Kennedy: | am happy to confirm my belief that
enforcement is fair and transparent and that the system is
not politically or socially blind in any sense.

Lord Morrow: | thank the Minister for his answer. Will he
then explain why it appears that there is no enforcement
and no parking tickets are ever issued in towns that have
twice the population and are twice the size of others?
Indeed, in one town, Fivemiletown, four parking attendants
were operating on one day.

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member for his
supplementary. He is on public record and has submitted
questions for written answer and questions for oral answer
on enforcement in Coalisland and other areas.

Two traffic attendants are employed by NSL to patrol
streets in Fivemiletown for enforcement reasons two or
three times a week. The Member suggests that at one
point there were four. If he wants me to investigate that
incident, assuming it was an isolated one, | am happy to do
so. Let me state absolutely that enforcement, when it takes
place, is done on an even, fair and transparent basis. | can
think of a great many towns other than Coalisland where
there are few or no incidents or enforcement cases, and
much of that is down to the good sense of people in those
areas obeying the various restrictions.

Yorkgate Interchange: Update

T7. Mr Clarke asked the Minister for Regional
Development for an update on the Yorkgate interchange.
(AQT 2397/11-15)

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member for his question
and his interest. He will know that | recently announced my
intention to hold a public inquiry into the proposals for the
York Street interchange. The scheme is expected to cost
in the region of £125 million and £165 million. The public
inquiry is likely to be scheduled for late autumn 2015. The
proposed construction project is expected to take up to
three years to complete. | know that Members of the House,
members of the Committee for Regional Development and
members of the Executive are keen to see whether we can
make progress, because it is one of the keys to unlocking
some of the congestion around Belfast.
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Mr Clarke: | thank the Minister for his answer. | agree
that many of us would like to see changes at Yorkgate.
However, he is aware that someone has made a
presentation to his former special adviser about an
alternative to the scheme — it is encouraging for Northern
Ireland in terms of entrepreneurship — that would save
in excess of £100 million. When will the Department take
that suggestion seriously and sit down and work out the
methodology behind the proposal? Given that the theme
today has been the Department’s budget, we have an
opportunity to save in excess of £100 million.

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member for his question.
By way of clarification, the Department has sought details
of Mr Paschal Lynch’s proposals on several occasions so
that they can be assessed. However, we have been unable
to review Mr Lynch’s proposals as he has yet to provide
those details. In order to move things on, | have agreed to
have a qualitative assessment of the proposals conducted.
That will be undertaken by an experienced traffic engineer
with knowledge of the area to ascertain whether there
would be value in progressing them. | have also taken

the precaution — the Member will appreciate this — that
the assessment will be managed by a different section
engineer from the one who brought forward the proposals,
so that we can independently assess and weigh up Mr
Lynch’s proposals.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: Before | call Sandra
Overend for her topical question, | remind her that, as the
Minister’'s Assembly Private Secretary and in line with
the protocol, her question should relate specifically to a
constituency matter in which she is directly involved.

AG6: Update

T8. Mrs Overend asked the Minister for Regional
Development for an update on the A6, given its importance
to her constituency, businesses and commuters who travel
to Belfast. (AQT 2398/11-15)

Mr Kennedy: | am grateful to the Member for her question.
| can confirm that consultants were commissioned in July
2003 to examine the route between Randalstown and
Castledawson and to develop a preferred line for a new
dual carriageway.

3.30 pm

In February 2012, the inspector recommended that a
junction located east of Bellshill Road would be a more
acceptable alternative. My officials have subsequently
developed that. A planning application to construct that
junction was granted on 3 December 2014. A vesting order
for the east of the Bellshill Road junction proposal was
published on 9 February 2015, and the closing date for
objections was 20 March 2015. A number of objections
have been received and are being assessed. The notice
of intention to proceed and direction order for the scheme
as a whole were published in March 2011. Vesting orders
to compulsorily acquire the land required to build the dual
carriageway scheme will remain in draft and will be made
only when funding for the scheme has been confirmed.

That is the up-to-date position.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: Time is up. Members may
wish to take their ease while we change the top Table.

(Mr Deputy Speaker [Mr Beggs] in the Chair)

Private Members’ Business

Water Rates
Debate resumed on amendment to motion:

That this Assembly reaffirms its rejection of the
imposition of water rates on the people of Northern
Ireland; recognises that, were they to be introduced,
households would face an additional cost of at least
£400 per year; and calls on the Minister for Regional
Development to prioritise within his budget to ensure
sufficient investment is in place to maintain properly
the local water infrastructure. — [Mr Clarke.]

Which amendment was:
Leave out all after “year;” and insert

“notes that it is an Executive priority to ensure that
there are no additional water charges; and calls on the
Minister for Regional Development to work with his
Executive colleagues to ensure sufficient resources
are made available to his Department to maintain
properly the local water infrastructure.”. — [Mr Cree.]

Mr Kennedy (The Minister for Regional Development):
There is clearly no rest for the wicked. | welcomed and
carefully noted the concerns and representations that
Members expressed in the early part of the debate. |
particularly welcome the opportunity to debate the future
funding of water and sewerage services in Northern
Ireland. | also welcome that the Ulster Unionist Party
amendment has been accepted by, | hope, a majority

of Members who spoke and, indeed, a majority of the
parties in the Assembly. | think that that underlines that
the funding of water and sewerage services is a cross-
cutting strategic issue with significant public expenditure
implications. The Executive have given a commitment
that, for households, they will ensure no additional water
charges during this Programme for Government.

That commitment means that my Department provides
over 75% of NI Water’s revenue through the payment of
subsidy from the public expenditure system; 20% comes
from the non-domestic sector, that is, businesses, industry
and so on; and DRD pays the remaining 5% for roads
drainage works that NI Water carries out. The most recent
published figures are for the year 2013-14, when NI Water
was paid £275-4 million in the absence of domestic water
charging. In addition, £2-2 million was paid for the septic
tank emptying subsidy, which is unregulated.

In giving a commitment that there will be no additional
water charges for households, the Executive must also
accept the consequences of that decision. NI Water’s
non-departmental public body (NDPB) status means that
it does not have the freedoms and flexibilities normally
available to a company. It cannot use reserves to deal
with unexpected costs, it cannot raise its own capital

and it has no end-year flexibility, so it must manage its
capital and resource budgets to ensure no overspend and
minimum underspend. That is inefficient and leads to stop/
start contracting. The Executive must in turn provide NI
Water with adequate resources to meet its future funding
requirements.

71



Tuesday 21 April 2015

Private Members’ Business: Water Rates

As a result of increased investment since 2000, levels

of service have improved significantly across nearly all
service areas. Customer service levels have improved
dramatically in the last decade, but that means that NI
Water has a growing asset base that has to be maintained.
We therefore cannot rest on our laurels.

In November 2012, | brought a paper to the Executive that
set out issues and risks associated with the governance

and funding of water and sewerage services. The Executive
decided to remit those issues to the Budget review group for
consideration. My officials subsequently prepared a detailed
briefing for the Budget review group that set out a number of
options for future funding arrangements, together with more
detail about the risks involved in continuing with the current
system. The paper highlighted some of the continuing
difficulties with the current funding arrangements and

the emerging pressure on NI Water’s capital expenditure
budget. The Budget review group’s consideration of these
complex issues is ongoing.

In the meantime, the legislation that permits the Executive
to provide subsidy for water and sewerage services in

lieu of funding by charging expires in 2016. | instructed
my officials to bring forward legislation to extend my
Department’s power to provide a subsidy on behalf of the
Executive to NI Water until 2017, and to take the power to
extend this further by subordinate legislation. This enabling
power does not prejudge the Executive’s consideration

of the funding of NI Water in that period, but will ensure
that there is certainty about funding for NI Water’s
operating expenditure while the Executive consider those
future funding arrangements. By taking these actions, |
have sought to ensure that the Executive’s policy of not
introducing domestic charges can continue.

The motion calls on me, as Minister, to prioritise within my
budget to ensure that sufficient investment is in place to
maintain properly the local water infrastructure. | remind
Members that NI Water operates within an independent
regulatory system where its targets and investment
priorities are set by the Utility Regulator and agreed as
part of the price control process. The Utility Regulator
benchmarks NI Water against the water and sewerage
companies in England and Wales and builds in an
efficiency challenge for operating costs in order to ensure
value for money for customers. NI Water and the Utility
Regulator agree how much revenue NI Water requires

to carry out its operations in order to achieve required
outputs and investment for the best value for customers.

The Utility Regulator published its price control
determination for NI Water for the period 2015-2021 on
12 December 2014. The determination is the regulator’s
assessment of NI Water’s revenue requirements over

the six-year period in the context of meeting targets

that are contained within my Department’s social and
environmental guidance, as approved by the Executive.
The ministerial social and environmental guidance sets
out the key social and environmental policies for water
and sewerage services for the period 2015-2021. The key
priorities that are set out in the guidance are to maintain
and improve our high standards of water and sewerage
services; to continue to comply with our environmental
obligations; to develop sustainable solutions to the
challenges that lie ahead, like climate change and flooding;
and to enable economic growth.

The regulator has told NI Water to reduce its total revenue
requirement by £89-3 million from its business plan figure
of £2-43 billion for PC15, resulting in a requirement for
£2-34 billion during the period. The final determination
also provided for £1 billion in capital investment, which is a
constrained budget based on the figures that are included
in the social and economic guidance. Of this figure, £556
million has been allocated to the repair and replacement
of assets, while £446 million has been allocated to deliver
new and upgraded treatment works and other outputs that
are prioritised with stakeholders to enhance services.

The regulator has determined that NI Water requires £155
million for 2015-16, but the constraints that are placed upon
my Department mean that only £140 million can be made
available to fund the company for year 1 of the PC15 period.

Turning to the resource position at the draft Budget stage,
the proposed allocation was some £15 million short
against the regulator’'s assessment. That was mainly

due to a massive increase in the company’s rates bill as
a result of the recent non-domestic rates revaluation. NI
Water has to certify to the regulator that it has sufficient
funding to carry out its regulated activities. The draft
Budget allocation would have made it virtually impossible
for the company to comply with its legal duties and
obligations under the licence. To enable NI Water to meet
its legal obligations, | have significantly addressed the
shortfall through the allocation of a further £10 million,
bringing its resource allocation to £109-2 million for
2015-16, thus reducing the shortfall to some £5 million.

| anticipate the additional resource funding going a long
way towards enabling Northern Ireland Water to mitigate
any significant deterioration in water quality or waste water
compliance, which appeared to be inevitable at the draft
Budget stage.

A significant risk remains. Northern Ireland Water is still £5
million short of the budget cover that the Utility Regulator
recommended, and it will need to absorb that shortfall.
There is no funding to cover unforeseen events. | remind
Members that the current funding issues relate solely to
the 2015-16 budget, while the current price control covers
the period from April 2015 to March 2021. A long-term
funding solution therefore needs to be agreed if NI Water
is to be provided with the assurance that it needs to plan
for the future. My Department will make robust bids to the
Executive for funding throughout the 2015-16 monitoring
rounds to mitigate potential negative impacts on customer
service, such as incidence of low pressure, supply
interruptions, pollution incidents and out-of-sewer flooding.
Given the level of funding, Northern Ireland Water and the
Utility Regulator are still seeking to review the required
output targets in the PC15 business plan.

Having explained how NI Water’s targets and funding
requirements are independently developed through the
regulatory process, | now want to address the issue

of prioritising my Department’s budget to ensure that
sufficient investment takes place. On 3 March, | made

a statement on the implications of the 2015-16 Budget
allocation for my Department. Members will be aware
that | am facing £60 million of pressures for next year,
and the scale of reduction required to meet that cannot
be delivered without there being an impact on core
services. | have been working intensively with officials to
determine how best to allocate the limited resources that
are available to me. My Department delivers key water,
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transport and road services. The population relies on our
services 24 hours a day. | have sought to protect, as far
as possible, NI Water and Translink from the worst impact
of the reduced budget. | have had no choice but to move
money from roads to NI Water, because otherwise the
company would have been unable to meet its basic legal
obligations. NI Water may still not be able to meet all the
public’s expectations of it with the remaining shortfall in its
budget. That has come about as a result of the massive
rates revaluation, so there is no link to the levels of
services provided by the company.

| continue to welcome Members’ suggestions on how we
can continue to fund water and sewerage services to the
same level in the face of constrained public expenditure.

It is ultimately a matter for the Executive to decide the
future funding and governance arrangements for NI Water.
Therefore, | ask that the House reach a consensus to
ensure that NI Water is adequately funded to meets its
future funding requirements.

| will now deal with contributions made during the debate.
Mr Clarke, speaking as a Member from the Democratic
Unionist Party, acknowledged that he and his party would
be supporting the Ulster Unionist Party’s amendment. It is
fair to say that there was a bit of action in the exchanges
between Mr Clarke in particular and Members from the
Alliance Party. It is the season in which we expect that.

Mr Cree proposed what is in my view a very sensible

and appropriate amendment. He made the point that the
deferment of household water charges is a good example of
devolution working, and | very much subscribe to that view.

| am sorry that Mr Lynch is not in the Chamber. He
indicated that he will support the motion. | am not clear
what Sinn Féin’s view on the amendment is, but no doubt
that will transpire.

Mr Dallat confirmed that the SDLP is against water
charging. He referred to the “wasted years”.

| detected in Mr Lyttle’s contribution something of a
political retreat in Alliance Party policy. There was
certainly movement in the air. Whilst that is welcome, it is
interesting, and the timing of it is perhaps not lost either.

Mr Byrne indicated that he did not —

3.45 pm
Mr Lyttle: Will the Minister give way?
Mr Kennedy: No, | am making progress.

Mr Byrne confirmed the situation in relation to his party’s
position. He also aired his concern about water metering.
He will know that | have indicated that, as part of the new
water Bill proposals, it is my intention to be allowed the
power to stop the installation of metering where there is no
need for it. That is my intention and, hopefully, it will come
before the House.

Mr McCallister, who is in his place, had a good go at
everybody; he blamed the Assembly, the Executive and
every political party that he could think of or name. It
appears that everybody is out of step except our John.
Interesting though it was, it was a little bit light in detail
about the current situation that we find ourselves in.

| respectfully ask the House to support the amendment.

Mr Swann: | thank the Minister for his response to the
debate on the motion and the amendment. The motions
calls on the Assembly to reaffirm:

“its rejection of the imposition of water rates on the
people of Northern Ireland”.

We have no problem with doing that; we have made
commitments to that effect many times. We questioned the
timing of the debate, but | was glad that Trevor Clarke, in
his opening comments, made clear that it was not to score
points against the Minister. Unfortunately, the Alliance
Party could not say the same.

The Minister has made a continuing commitment to ensure
that the people of Northern Ireland are not hit with an extra
bill for implementing domestic water charges through the
ongoing subsidy that his Department pays to Northern
Ireland Water in lieu of charges. We sought to amend the
motion because other parties at the Executive table seem
content to claim the victory for deferring water charges

but want none of the responsibility for ensuring that the
responsible Department is adequately resourced to
maintain the water infrastructure. We welcome the cross-
party support that we have received today.

The Minister, in his response, highlighted how his
Department will face £60 million of pressures next year.
Recently, he has warned of the consequences that that
would have for core services, but he faces continued
criticism from all parties for doing so. The Ulster Unionist
Party has continually opposed introducing domestic
water charges. As was reiterated by my party colleague
Leslie Cree, we do not believe that it would be fair to
lump another bill on our society when many are finding
themselves stretched almost to breaking point. Our
amendment is reasonable; if the Executive agree to defer
something that has implications for public spend, it should
be fairly straightforward that they work with the Minister
responsible to ensure that that commitment is taken

into account and an adequate allocation is made to that
Department.

In response to a comment from, | think, Mr Lyttle, Danny
Kennedy has, during his time as Minister for Regional
Development, sought to create space to allow for
constructive conversations and debate to take place about
the future governance of water in Northern Ireland. Most
Members who spoke reiterated the point that our water
infrastructure has been the victim of underinvestment;
something that has been the case for decades. While
Danny Kennedy has committed to paying the subsidy

to Northern Ireland Water, it is important that it does

not become complacent. Like us all, it should always

be striving to do better, maintaining high levels of water
quality, improving customer service and ensuring that our
environment is protected through adequate waste water
treatment.

| want to respond to some comments that were made
during the debate. Mr Lyttle challenged the DUP about

the deliberate misrepresentation that he thought was

being levelled at the Alliance Party. Stewart Dickson made
an intervention in regard to the Ulster Unionist Party’s
position when my party colleague Leslie Cree was making
his contribution. We should be careful about making
accusations about deliberate misrepresentation. John
Dallat from the SDLP said that people should not pay twice
for water and that we should avoid making the debate
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party political. On a positive note, he highlighted the faults
of the previous Sinn Féin Minister and how he had spent
£1 million on the installation of water meters, so he kept
party politics out of the process altogether.

John McCallister spoke about being exhausted. As the
Minister highlighted, we are all pretty exhausted with what
seems to be John'’s single transferable speech on nearly
any subject that is brought before the House.

| am glad that most parties have indicated their support for
our amendment.

Mr McCallister: Will the Member give way?
Mr Swann: No, | am finished.

Mr Bell: This has been a very healthy debate on a matter
that is of very real importance to householders out there.
What all of us in the House want to do is to make sure
that money is retained in families as far as possible.
Nobody should underestimate the pressures that are on
many family budgets at this time. It was right to table the
motion on water rates and to let people know the position,
because there has been some confusion. People say,
“You are being political”, but it is a political matter and a
political decision. How we pay is a political choice. When
an element of confusion has been created, it is only right
that we reaffirm the actual position. | am confident that the
Assembly will today reaffirm its rejection of the imposition
of water charges on the people of Northern Ireland.

We should also be aware of the fear in many households
out there that, were they to be charged for water
separately, that could be an additional cost of at least
£400 a year, which is not a small amount by any stretch of
the imagination. Today, the Assembly, acting collectively,
can reaffirm its position. It is an Executive responsibility:
there is no problem with that. For my part, the motion
was never designed to say anything other than that the
Assembly reaffirms its rejection of water charges and
wants the Executive to work with the Minister to ensure
that resources are available and that we have a proper
infrastructure.

We have seen major problems with sewerage and
flooding, and we have a very challenging role to play. What
| can say to Members is that, when we as an Executive
look collectively at this, we know that we cannot spend

the same pound twice. We will have to prioritise. When
you decide to prioritise, by very definition, you will put
more pressure elsewhere in the budget, but that is our job.
We were elected to make good decisions and give good
stewardship of taxpayers’ money. Let us try to do that with
some sense of collective responsibility.

| get concerned when we agree priorities. In the Stormont
House Agreement, for example, we sat down and agreed
budgets with the Government. We then brought them
back, and, in the period after that, there were different
votes, squabbles and point scoring. The people of
Northern Ireland are looking to us to be on the side of the
householder, to try to retain as much money as there is in
a household, and to scotch the fear of families having to
find £400 if there were to be an additional water charge.

Trevor Clarke’s contribution was very strong. We look
towards not only efficiencies but affordability. We want to
support where we can, and we want to protect where we
can. We also want to move forward in a range of other
areas of government to ensure that the burden comes off

the family. We want to use measures to help families to
bring in more income for themselves. The importance of
water as a collective right, or variations on that theme, was
brought out by Sean Lynch and John Dallat. The cost and
how we would cover it was brought out by Lord Morrow.

| want to be fair on this: | think that Chris Lyttle clarified
the position when he said that the Alliance Party was not
bringing water charges forward at this time. That may

be where the confusion arose, if | am genuine, because
the issue seemed to be that there would not be charges.
Then, | think, there was some discussion in the Alliance
Party about revenue raising, and, possibly because of
an election, the situation seems to be, “We’ll not charge
you there, but we’ll charge you here”. That is not revenue
raising; that is revenue-neutral. If it was revenue raising, it
was revenue raising. However, the important thing is that
today the Assembly, collectively, can tell people that we
reaffirm our rejection of the imposition of water charges
on the people of Northern Ireland. That rejection was
reaffirmed by Mr Byrne.

We had a colourful contribution from Mr McCallister, who
said that he would not give a penny more. Anybody who
makes that type of statement is so far out of touch. | talk
to the hospitals across Northern Ireland, and | have family
members working in them; | look at the schools across
Northern Ireland; | look at the investment that we need in
childcare; and | look at how much more we can do on top
of what we already do to attract foreign direct investment.
| do not think that anybody can reasonably say, when we
face a budget cut of the magnitude of £1-5 billion —

Mr McCallister: Will the Member give way?

Mr Bell: | have listened to your contribution; perhaps you
will listen to mine. | do not think that anybody —

Mr McCallister: It made sense

Mr Bell: Maybe to you. | do not think that anybody having
a budget cut of £1-5 billion could say that to our schools,
hospitals, nursery schools, roads, street lighting and other
areas. Today, the Health Minister hears from a fellow
Member from South Down that he would not give one
penny more. Frankly, that ranks as a political naivety if not,
in political terms, a political stupidity.

We can all rant at the difficulties that there have been in
the Executive. What the Member failed to acknowledge
was that the Executive have brought more foreign direct
investment to this part of the United Kingdom. Until August
2014, we boasted, rightly, that we brought more foreign
direct investment per head of population than any other
part of the United Kingdom. Until that point, it was with
the exception of the greater London area. Now we can
supersede that with the knowledge that we are, per head
of population, attracting more foreign direct investment
to Northern Ireland than is going to any other part of the
United Kingdom.

In the rant against the Executive, the Member failed to
mention falling unemployment and the 27 months in which,
month after month, unemployment has fallen. | think that

it stands at 27 months of falling unemployment. He failed
to mention the investment in childcare and helping people
to get back into work. Additionally, he failed to realise that
the Executive work hard to ensure that every household in
Northern Ireland has the lowest household charge in the
UK. We are not saying that everything is perfect. We have
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major issues and major difficulties, but we want to look to
where we can alleviate those burdens.

The Minister, in a comprehensive and detailed reply, set
out the needs that are there. Anybody would think that
we were in a pact; well, he is. The case for a new and
upgraded series of pieces of work has been well made.
The attention being focused specifically on sewerage and
flooding is well directed and has been well prioritised.

4.00 pm

The Northern Ireland Assembly is saying, “We will, as

far as we can, keep money in the purses and wallets of
households. We will not put an additional charge of £400
onto households. We understand the pain across all our
constituencies that households face in making ends meet,
and we commit ourselves to working collectively, as an
Executive, to ensure that we have the necessary water
service that the people of Northern Ireland deserve”.

Question, That the amendment be made, put and agreed to.
Main Question, as amended, put and agreed to.
Resolved:

That this Assembly reaffirms its rejection of the
imposition of water rates on the people of Northern
Ireland; recognises that, were they to be introduced,
households would face an additional cost of at least
£400 per year; notes that it is an Executive priority

to ensure that there are no additional water charges;
and calls on the Minister for Regional Development to
work with his Executive colleagues to ensure sufficient
resources are made available to his Department to
maintain properly the local water infrastructure.

Motion made:

That the Assembly do now adjourn. —
[Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Beggs).]

Adjournment

Causeway Hospital

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Beggs): The proposer of the
topic will have 15 minutes, and all other Members will have
approximately five minutes.

Mr Dallat: It is my privilege and honour to lead on the
debate on services at the Causeway Hospital, Coleraine,
and to avail myself of the opportunity to comment on Sir
Liam Donaldson’s report. It is also an opportunity for me,
on behalf of the people whom | serve, to pay tribute to

the doctors, nurses and all the staff, past and present,
who have dedicated their life to striving to bring about and
maintain a level of health care at the Causeway Hospital
that has the capacity to be second to none and unequalled
anywhere in the health service.

Last weekend, a visitor to our home took ill suddenly and
had to be rushed by ambulance to the Causeway Hospital,
where he received a level of care in A&E and subsequently
in medical ward 2 of the hospital that is, | believe,
unequalled anywhere in the world. No words could ever
describe the life-saving medical treatment and care that
our visitor received. During those anxious hours in A&E,
while a dedicated team of doctors and nurses worked

with our visitor to stabilise him, took X-rays and carried
out complex tests, | had the opportunity to see the drama,
certainly in my eyes, of the working of a fully functional
emergency department. | was amazed at what | saw and
came to the conclusion that we must redouble our efforts
to ensure that this wonderful facility, which people turn to
in times of crisis, is secure for future generations. There is
no time to dwell, but | want every man, woman and child to
know that, on their doorstep, there are the most wonderful
people who are driven not by money or reward but by a
vocation unique to the health service.

| also acknowledge recent decisions by the Northern Trust
to make significant appointments at the Causeway Hospital
that have helped to reduce anxiety about its future. |

just hope and pray that the Minister does not accept the
one-size-fits-all approach that is based on a cost-cutting
agenda and is perhaps more relevant to the health-care
problems of large English cities. My arguments are in no
small way based on the work of the Causeway Hospital
campaign group, which is made up of some of the most
dedicated, skilled and experienced people associated with
community issues and, in particular, health care.

The Donaldson report, which | referred to in my
introduction, acknowledges that we are dealing with an
ever-increasing ageing population, but it must be said
that it has serious inconsistencies and contradictions
that, | feel sure, the Minister must be and needs to be
aware of. Perhaps the worst of these is that Donaldson
supports all acute services being provided by centrally
located hospitals. Only 10% to 15% of acute admissions
require rapid or planned transfer to regional units, and
there is universal agreement here that patients who need
regionally based specialist services should be transferred,
as they currently are, using the existing clinical networks,
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joint protocols and guidelines. In that, there is no problem,
disagreement or challenge and certainly no need to
propose huge hikes in the salaries of senior and middle
management, as suggested in the Donaldson report.

In the real-life case involving my visitor, | could see that
clearly, as A&E handed over the patient to another team

of specialists who followed through the care that was
needed to ensure a short stay in the hospital. This is the
only sensible way to ensure that A&E is a seamless part of
the hospital function. The 85% to 90% who do not require
transfer to specialist hospitals should be treated locally,
and it is here that we must ensure that the Causeway
Hospital remains an acute centre of medical excellence
for the vast majority of patients who have no need to be
transferred to other hospitals or undertake long journeys,
adding to stress, inconvenience and the cost of travelling
to Belfast through a heavily congested city with poor public
transport and parking.

There is much more to the fatally flawed report by
Donaldson, and a lot of it is already obvious. The potential
swamping of centre facilities that should be kept for their
speciality role must be avoided, but it is already happening
with headline news all too often. The unnecessary and
intolerable strain placed on the Ambulance Service is
already well established, with 96% of paramedic staff
reporting stress and other health problems relating to work.

In the case of the Causeway Hospital, if such a daft
proposal were to be followed through, it would mean the
deskilling and erosion of the confidence of local medical
and nursing staff, and that would be a tragedy because

| know of no staff more dedicated, more committed and
more representative of a health service that puts patients
at the centre of its work.

| plead with the Minister not to accept the recommendations
of consultants hook, line and sinker, particularly when those
recommendations are plucked out of another area which is
quite unlike and unrepresentative of our own. Remember,
this is the man — | am talking about Donaldson — who was
called on to resign by the British Medical Association when
he was Chief Medical Officer in England after producing

a highly controversial report on modernising medical
careers. His record is not without blemish. In our case, he
has produced a one-dimensional, management-centred,
financially driven report that completely ignores patient-
centred local factors.

The Assembly had a difficult birth and its adolescence
has not been without trouble, but surely the one thing that
we must agree on is our ability to make decisions that suit
our people present and future, particularly when there is
universal agreement on what should happen for the best
reasons.

The arguments for ensuring that the Causeway Hospital
remains an acute hospital have been well made by people
locally who have worked in the service and dedicated their
life to it and by those who have experienced the highest
standards of care while they have been patients in that
hospital. We all know that nothing remains the same and
that change is inevitable, but change must be for the better
and must be based on sound judgement and not on the
back of a report from an author who does not share the
experience of those who have worked in the hospital for a
lifetime and know much better what works and what would
be a disaster not just for the Causeway Hospital but for the
health service as a whole.

In bringing about change, | welcome the increased
collaboration between the Causeway Hospital and
Altnagelvin Area Hospital. It is something that the
previous Minister of Health, Edwin Poots, advocated, and
| was pleased to see the current Minister, Jim Wells, in
Altnagelvin this week. This is not a one-way street but a
genuine exercise in sending patients in both directions to
bring about higher levels of specialisation not just for the
Causeway Hospital but for the Derry-based hospital, which
has important links with Letterkenny General Hospital.
Surely, that is good practice that protects the accident
and emergency service. We must not allow our accident
and emergency service to become simply a shopfront for
patients who would be transferred to Belfast hospitals.

Time and again, we are told about problems with the
recruitment of senior and middle-grade medical staff

over the last five years. That could be corrected by clear
investment in the future. Recent appointments and the
apparent drive to create new partnerships can remove

the uncertainty and will, with little doubt, stimulate interest
in applying for posts in the Causeway Hospital and in
Altnagelvin. | saw evidence of that at first hand when
people from different parts of the world worked in harmony
as a team to deliver a health service that is, without doubt,
fit for purpose.

It is interesting to note that, since its official opening

in 2001, the Causeway Hospital has had no capital
investment, while Antrim has had very heavy investment.

It is now time to reassess that strategy and to recognise
that previous attempts to centralise services 30 miles
away were flawed. Perhaps the recent appointments that |
referred to are the first visible signs of intent to reverse that
policy. | hope so. That needs to be underlined.

In accepting it is time for change, let us make sure that we
put the present and the future needs of the community that
the Causeway Hospital serves at the top of our agenda.

In doing so, let us remember that easy and rapid access
to local hospital services is essential, providing as a
minimum the services that currently exist at that hospital.
That is key.

Let us be reminded that Transforming Your Care has
emphasised the need for closer working cooperation
between hospitals and community services, with more
care to be delivered outside the hospital. The Causeway
is ideally suited to develop that concept in view of the
already effective links, with GP practices and specialist
nurses crossing the hospital/community interface and
with the presence of two GP-run community hospitals. Let
us learn from the blunders made in other areas, such as
Mid Staffordshire, where the disintegration of the health
service led to a renewed focus on the basics of general
medical and nursing care. The recent report ‘Future
Hospital’ emphasises the need for generalists, rather than
super-specialists, to take responsibility for inpatient care
and to respond in particular to the increasing prevalence of
elderly patients with multi-morbidity. The Causeway is well
placed to respond to that.

| emphasised the need for partnership and integration
with other providers, but that must be on the basis that the
Causeway is not in any way diminished in its core values
as an acute hospital not only in name but in practice. The
Causeway serves a population of at least 150,000, rising
intermittently to 200,000, and caters for a mobile student
population. | suggest that it would be utter madness to
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allow a situation to develop where people would have to
travel 40 miles to Antrim or a similar distance to Altnagelvin,
leaving a huge area isolated. In that respect, we must

use our influence as a local Assembly to rise above those
consultants’ reports and to do what is best for our people.
We should not leave it to a future generation to undo the
harm that would be done if a report such as Donaldson’s
were implemented in its entirety. We need to question those
reports and ask who is writing them and what superior
knowledge they have over local medical doctors who have
spent their entire lifetime working in this area.

Please do not let the hospitals become another railway
story. Do not let Donaldson become like the Beeching
blunder of the 60s, when thousands of miles of railways
were closed down on the back of an ill-informed report that
almost destroyed the railway system. Indeed, since that,
many of those railways have had to be reopened.

We need to go for it and tackle all the factors that made
the Causeway less attractive for recruitment and training. |
mentioned collaboration with other hospitals, but in-house
training is also vital and demands immediate plans to gain
recognition and re-accreditation for a wonderful hospital
that deserves to be the flagship of health care covering the
entire north-west and beyond.

The Causeway can and will move with the times. It has
already demonstrated that it can deliver acute hospital
services that are safe, of high quality, sustainable and
effective. The challenge to the Assembly and to our
Minister of Health, Social Services and Public Safety is
this: will you rise above Donaldson? Will you back a winner
and give direction to those who are responsible for the
long-term planning of health care in the Causeway area?
Will you tell them that you believe passionately in the
people who make the Causeway the hospital what it is and
can be in the future? Will you ensure that there is capital
investment and local leadership in planning the future?
Will you avoid the blunders of past consultants who had
no mandate and little knowledge of the areas that they
reported on? Will you prevent them causing a future train
wreck of a different type, involving the health and well-
being of our people?

In drawing to a conclusion, | know that there are many
issues that | have not dealt with, such as the ongoing
management of palliative care, midwifery and the
relationship with the Ulster University. Hopefully, others
will pick up on those and other important issues. | look
forward to other MLAs’ contributions, because this is a
task that we must do together. | particularly want to hear
the Minister’s response, whom | have confidence in, to
the most important issues facing the people whom | and
others represent now and in the future.

The Causeway Hospital has not let us down, the people
who serve in it have not let us down, and God forbid that
the Assembly lets the Causeway down.

415 pm

Mr Campbell: | join in acknowledging Mr Dallat’s getting
the Adjournment debate on the Causeway Hospital and

his concluding remarks about the need for a consensus in
dealing with this issue, which has been the case ever since
the Causeway Hospital opened. | am quite certain that it
will continue to be the case as we move on.

There were a number of us who, before the present
Minister became the Minister of Health, had either the
foresight or the advanced knowledge that he would
become the Minister of Health. We invited him to the
Causeway Hospital anyway, to ensure that he would see
at first hand the great facilities that there were and that he
would be able to speak to the staff and the officials there
and indicate his support not just for its retention but its
development as a first-class facility. | think that it was a
good move to get the Minister-to-be to come to the hospital
and to get him signed up to the future of the Causeway
Hospital. We are glad that he was able to do that.

Mr Dallat referred to a number of issues, and | may refer
to one or two of them along with other issues. One of
the things that sets the Causeway Hospital apart from
other acute hospitals is the fact that, between now and
September, the catchment population for the Causeway
Hospital increases by about 70%, which is not applicable
to any of the other acute hospitals across Northern Ireland.
Of course, that is because of the coastal resorts, the
thousands upon thousands of caravans that are located
on the Causeway Coast and the holiday homes and the
second homes that are based on the coast. It has the
capacity to deal with many, many more minor injuries,
and it has to do that over a five-month period that other
hospitals do not have to deal with.

There has been a continuing concern, since within two or
three years of the Causeway Hospital opening, about its
future. About four or five years ago, for a prolonged period
of time, possibly about 12 months, there was a concern
that the hospital’s future as an acute hospital at all was in
considerable doubt. Campaigns were launched to ensure
the retention of the hospital, and, of course, that moment
passed. After that, again for a prolonged period, there
was a concern and a fear in the locality that, while the
hospital’s future was secure, the A&E in the hospital also
might be under threat. Over a period of time, thankfully,
with work done on that, that concern has receded,
although not disappeared entirely. | know that a number
of us have been in regular contact with the trust and the
Health Minister to try to ensure that this hospital is not just
retained in the services that it currently provides but builds
for the future.

On this occasion, | concur again with Mr Dallat — | will
make sure that this will not be a repeated offence in that |
will concur all the time with Mr Dallat — about the need to
build the relationship between Altnagelvin and Causeway.
So much can be done about that, whether it is maternity
services or other services that | know they are looking to
develop between the two sites. This is good and is positive
for the future. The staff at the hospital are magnificent, as
they are in each and every unit across Northern Ireland, and
we need to offer them our unstinting support. | look forward
to hearing from the Minister what his reaction and response
is to the debate and to keep repeating the assurances of
the commitment to the site and to develop it. Of course,

as health provision changes into the future, the hospital’'s
staff, the Department, the current Minister and subsequent
Ministers will have to adapt to the changing needs.

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Beggs): Will the Member draw
his remarks to a close?

Mr Campbell: | recommend the Adjournment debate to the
Minister, and hopefully he will be able to respond positively
to it.
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Mr O hOisin: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Comhairle. | thank the Member who secured today’s
Adjournment debate. It is a very important topic.

| visited the Causeway Hospital last Friday, where | met
senior clinicians and staff about their concerns, as | have
done many times before. Many of those concerns remain
the same today as they were previously; namely, the
apparent lack of security of tenure, morale issues, and

the perception that the Causeway Hospital has not been
developed and resourced in the manner in which it should.
The Causeway Hospital is an excellent hospital with
outstanding staff, but it could be better utilised, funded and
equipped. Indeed, for my part, coming from an area that
is equidistant between Coleraine and Derry — that is, the
Limavady and Dungiven area — | can say that Altnagelvin
is better equipped and more easily accessed due to

the better roads infrastructure. The Causeway Hospital
remains the choice of many for access and treatment due
to the positive experience of the patients there. Those
people have voted with their feet, and that is why they are
acknowledged by the clinicians and staff there.

A wide range of services and departments is available,
including an emergency department; a children’s ward; a
day procedure unit; dermatology services; a fracture and
pain clinic; gynaecology services; a minor injury unit; three
outpatient departments; an X-ray department; an ICU; a
maternity unit; medical photography; two medical wards;
two surgical wards; a rehabilitation ward; theatres; and the
Ross Thompson psychiatry unit. That is a fairly extensive
guide to the services provided at the Causeway, but if we
drill down into the form and nature of the service provision,
we will see a different story. One of the clinicians | was
talking to last Friday was Mr Barry Marshall, who is one of
the chief obstetricians there. He told me that, even in the
maternity unit, staff are not able to take expectant mothers
for the birth of their babies if they are, for example, diabetic
or have an above-average body mass index, even though
they would be well capable of delivering the babies in the
unit in such cases. The mothers have to go elsewhere — to
Antrim or Altnagelvin. Those are not isolated circumstances.
A less-than-holistic delivery service is available at the
Causeway, and that is very much to be regretted.

Those matters have led to a degree of frustration among
staff there. There is more than a perception that it has

led to difficulties in recruiting and attracting staff to the
Causeway. | am not sure what can be done to address
that inability directly, but we must look at the underlying
issues. The location of the Causeway Hospital is also
critical, owing to its essential place in the delivery of health
provision, both geographically and physically. For example,
the glens of Antrim are a large and isolated area served by
the Causeway. Furthermore, the entire Causeway Coast
attracts hundreds and thousands of visitors during the
summer months. That alone would justify the provision of
adequate services at the hospital.

Historically, it might have been better to have had an acute
hospital somewhere halfway between the two current
hospitals at the Causeway and in Antrim, but we are where
we are, so we must address the issue. | was recently
informed that the urology department is to be moved, and
that too is to be regretted.

| fully support fully the Causeway Hospital, the retention
and expansion of its services, and the adequate and
proper resourcing of those services.

Mr Swann: | start by congratulating Mr Dallat on securing
this Adjournment debate, because it was near enough
three years ago to the day — 29 May 2012 — that he
brought the same topic to the House. Having reflected

on the contributions in Hansard from then, | can say that
progress is being made at the Causeway Hospital. At that
time, the tenor of the debate was very much around the
future of accident and emergency services.

As has already been referred to, it is the large
geographical area and the populace that the Causeway
Hospital services that makes it unique among our
hospitals, as well as the fact that the new council area —
Causeway Coast and Glens Borough Council — has one
of the highest levels of elderly and retired people living in
it. Mr Campbell referred to the 70% increase in people to
be serviced by the hospital as a result of the influx during
the summer months. As Mr McQuillan said in the debate
two years ago, that hospital is vital for the sustainability
of the air show and the North West 200, two highly
dangerous sporting events, which could be put in jeopardy
should that level of service and support not be there. That
is seasonal, but it is not as if everybody disappears during
the winter months because that is when the large student
population comes into the area, and they need looking
after as well.

The basis for Mr Dallat bringing this Adjournment debate
are the concerns that are being raised locally by staff,
hospital users and the general populous. What is coming
down the road, and what is the future of the Causeway
Hospital through Transforming Your Care or the Donaldson
report? That is what is adding to the local disquiet.
Encapsulated in that is the Northern Trust’s model of
service, which seems to be based on an acute service in
Coleraine, with A&E solely facilitated there, and the threat
that would pose to the Causeway.

| welcome the recent appointments of senior clinicians

to the Causeway, which have started to give a little bit

of reassurance and security to the rest of the staff. |
would like reassurance from the Minister that that is a
continual path of development, involving the retention and
expansion of the services that are already there. We see
a contradiction in some of the Northern Trust’s policies,
which is why we are looking for that reassurance. Dalriada
Hospital, which is used as a step-down facility to the
Causeway, being under threat adds to the general unease
in the local area. We really need that reassurance.

| have heard Members comment on the great service we
get from the staff but, from the user’s point of view, there
still seem to be increasing pressures on A&E at times,
when it has to close and patients are diverted. So, | would
really like reassurance from the Minister that there can be
some kind of review of provision to make sure that A&E

is adequately provided for, as well as other departments
in the hospital. What the Causeway needs at this time

is certainty, and it is the Minister who can provide that
certainty and give the staff of the Causeway, people

who use it and the general populous around area that
reassurance. | hope the Minister can provide that certainty
in his summing up today.

Mr Storey: | welcome this opportunity to discuss again
what | believe is, as other Members have said, a vital
service in our local community. | speak on a personal
basis, given that my father has had to avail himself of
the services of the Causeway Hospital for the last three

78



Tuesday 21 April 2015

Adjournment: Causeway Hospital

weeks, following a small heart attack. | know that | speak
with my father’s endorsement when | say that the care
that he has received, not only in the Causeway, but in
Altnagelvin for a short time — Mr Dallat made reference to
the working relationship between the two hospitals — was
exemplary. Certainly, on a personal basis, as a family, we
have nothing but the highest praise for the provision in the
Causeway Hospital.

Comment has been made about where we were and
concerns and fears. Let us be quite blunt and honest:
some of those concerns were hyped up by politicians, who,
for their own ends, wanted to use an issue such as the
Causeway Hospital for cheap political point scoring. | am
glad that what we have heard so far has been not been in
that vein, having heard scare stories in the past that the
hospital was closing and coming to an end.

Let us remember that | come from a town that knows what
itis like to lose a hospital. The Causeway Hospital came
into existence as a result of the closure of the Route. It
took a long time for the people in my part of the North
Antrim constituency to become accustomed to the fact
that the new hospital was down the road in Coleraine,

but they now look upon it as their local hospital and have
bought into it. Just the other day, | called into see Dr John
Robb, someone we all have known for many years. He
expressed his appreciation of the fact that, after all the
years of transition from the Route to the Causeway, people
have bought into the Causeway Hospital as their local
service. We need to give Fred Mullan and his staff credit;
some comments were made about the staff. Fred Mullan
has done an exceptional job since taking up his post and
needs to be given all possible support.

4.30 pm

The Minister will probably have something to say about
this, but let us remember that Simon Stevens, who took
up the position of chief executive of the NHS in England
in April, said that small hospitals were vital in meeting
the needs of an ageing population and would provide
focus for the community services that have become “too
complicated and too fragmented”. In many respects,
that is a reflection of what we see being provided at the
Causeway.

The trust has a responsibility to ensure that its sets out

its vision for services in the entire area. Despite all that

we can say that is positive — there is a lot to be said that
is positive — there is still a concern about what happens
between the Causeway and the Antrim Area Hospital sites.
There is a tension there, and you only have to speak to
staff to realise that there is sometimes that concern.

| look forward to the trust setting out its vision in what

| trust will be a very short time. Politicians can then
collectively give their support to ensuring that we continue
to see the provision of services such as A&E. | have

been lobbying the trust for some time to provide dialysis
services in the Causeway, and | welcome the fact that

it is now considering the provision of those services

very seriously. That will bring its own challenges and
opportunities. We have to look a bit wider at what a service
can bring to an area and the implications that it could have,
and | am well aware that the provision of dialysis services
would raise concerns about the number of medical beds.

| had a very productive meeting with Dr Tony Stevens

and with Valerie Watts. We need to keep our focus very
clearly on the provision of services. At the heart of it is the
community that the hospital serves.

| commend the Member for securing the debate. Let us
collectively, as politicians, work with the Minister, the
trust and the board to ensure that the Causeway Hospital
continues to provide for our community in the way that it
has done.

Mr G Robinson: | am pleased to speak in the Adjournment
debate, and | congratulate the SDLP Member Mr Dallat

for securing it. | congratulate all the staff at the Causeway
Hospital, who have proven that they are professional,
friendly and caring. | have heard those words used

many times by patients and relatives alike. | also want

to be positive in my contribution, as recruitment and the
hospital’s future are being positively addressed.

| have spoken to representatives of the Northern Trust and
have learned that five consultants have been appointed in
surgery, gastroenterology, respiratory medicine, obstetrics/
gynaecology and internal medicine. | have also learned
that a consultant cardiologist is being recruited for a joint
post between the Causeway and Altnagelvin hospitals.
Specialist doctors in general surgery, obstetrics and
anaesthetics have also been appointed. That is fantastic
news and will ensure continuing and permanent services
at the Causeway Hospital.

| want to outline my support for the Causeway Hospital
and express my relief that the chief executive has

stated his commitment to it. That has been reflected

in the appointments that have been made, which will,
hopefully, ensure that the other posts are filled soon. All
those positive changes add great confidence and boost
morale among the Causeway Hospital’s staff and, indeed,
the wider community in the causeway area. The list of
appointments does not show a hospital that is earmarked
for closure. Indeed, | welcome the fact that those new
appointments will secure the Causeway Hospital in line
with the commitments from the trust’s chief executive, Dr
Stevens, Dr Fred Mullan and others.

At some stage, a great boost to the hospital and staff
would be a programme of separation and independence
for the Causeway and Antrim hospitals. | also welcome the
trust’s developing a service for elective surgery that will
further secure the future of the Causeway Hospital and the
vital role that it plays for the local community and visitors
to the area.

Indeed, the tourist sector benefits greatly from the
presence of the Causeway Hospital. The North West 200,
the air show and Portrush raft race are just some of the
major attractions that we look forward to in the north-west.
We may have the Open golf tournament, perhaps as early
as 2019, when the Causeway Hospital will play a vital role
for dozens of tourists and visitors to our beautiful north
coast as well as our student population.

There is also a close working relationship between the
trust, the unions and the voluntary and community sectors
that, | hope, can be extended in future to serve the entire
population of the Causeway area. Despite scaremongering
from some quarters, | have always believed that the
Causeway Hospital can be maintained as a viable facility,
and | have not changed my belief. The most important
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people of all in achieving this are the staff, who form a
remarkable unit of professionalism.

In conclusion, | quote the Northern Trust:

“The Northern Trust is well placed to deliver real and
effective integration of hospital, community and social
care services. In the Causeway and Glens area, this
would be based around an acute hospital in Coleraine
with an emergency department and supporting clinical
services.”

Those words bring me reassurance, as | hope they do

to all the staff and residents of the area. The Causeway
Hospital has a positive and important future in health
provision for the north-west of Northern Ireland. | and my
colleagues, including the Health Minister, will always be
available to support the chief executive, staff and others in
their endeavours to keep a world-class health facility at the
Causeway Hospital.

Mr McQuillan: As a Member for East Londonderry,

| welcome the debate on the future of the Causeway
Hospital, and | want to make it clear at the outset that | fully
support its retention as an acute hospital and nothing less.

There has been much speculation about the future of the
Causeway Hospital over the last number of years that has
caused fear and distress among all in the area and for
staff and users of the facility. There is no denying that that
scaremongering added to the difficulty of recruiting and
retaining clinical staff, which itself added to the question
of the hospital’s future. However, the recent filling of a
number of permanent consultant posts, with more in
progress, has given the hospital the much needed morale
boost that it has been longing for.

There is no doubt that there is a need for a hospital;
otherwise such appointments would not have been made.
The hospital is a key asset in delivering integrated services
to a very large catchment area. Let us not forget that the
population rises on the north coast over the holiday period
at times of significant sporting and leisure events, such as
the North West 200, which attracts over 100,000 visitors,
and the air show, which, last year, attracted around
200,000 visitors to the area. There are many more that |
could add.

A large proportion of the East Londonderry constituency
is rural and isolated, and for constituents in those areas

it is vital that acute services and a 24-hour emergency
department remain fully functioning. The hospital has
borne the brunt of some seriously negative press in the
last year, but there have also been some very positive
aspects that did not attract as much media attention. It
has had excellent results in achieving improved waiting
times through initiatives such as changes to work

patterns for senior medical, nursing, allied health and
managerial staff and the introduction of the community
rapid response service. The staff must be commended for
this because they worked extremely hard at all levels to
achieve that improvement when many other hospitals were
experiencing an increase in their waiting times.

The Causeway Hospital continues to provide a significant
range of services, including an accident and emergency
department. | believe that morale at the hospital will
continue to improve with the Minister’s reassurance of his
commitment to retaining these services in future. That can
only add to the continuing improvement of the services

received by and care provided to this extensive area,
including the north coast and further afield.

We are all very aware of the hard times facing all
Departments. However, | am sure that the Minister will
continue to support the retention of the Causeway Hospital
and will make his spending cuts in other areas with less
impact on front-line services to the area. | also urge the
Minister and the Causeway Hospital management to
continue to be proactive in advising and informing staff,
users and campaigners at the hospital to reduce the risk of
any further rumours escalating and to keep morale up in all
areas of service from front-line services such as domestic
and caring staff up to consultant and senior management
level. Historically, mistrust between senior management
and staff has added to the low morale. Thankfully, the new
chief executive has so far demonstrated a very hands-

on approach and worked closely with staff and elected
representatives to build relationships, which can only be
welcome.

The Minister has also been very proactive in his
involvement with staff and user groups, which is
reassuring to them and the wider public. | have always
been vocal in pledging my support for the retention of the
Causeway Hospital. | have no fear and continue to state
my categorical support for the hospital and its services. |
will continue to support the staff, users and campaigners
in the best way | can to ensure that those services and that
hospital have a future for many years to come.

Mr Allister: | commend Mr Dallat for securing the debate
and join in the warm tribute that he paid to the staff and
personnel of the Causeway Hospital, which provides that
vital service not just to East Londonderry but to much of
North Antrim. | welcome the fact that there is, at present,
the appearance of more stability attached to the future
of the Causeway Hospital. | am a little surprised by the
attack by Mr Storey on his colleague the outgoing MP for
North Antrim, who spoke about the threat of closure to
the Causeway Hospital, but | welcome the fact that, with
recent appointments etc, it looks a little more stable.

| want to draw the Minister’s attention to one particular
issue, because it is important that we nail down some
matters in the debate. The Minister said in a recent answer
to me — he may well have said it to others — that he is:

“committed to retaining Causeway Hospital as a
small acute hospital. The model for services ... will
be based around an acute hospital in Coleraine with
an emergency department and supporting clinical
services”.

The same Minister — here is the area that | seek
clarification on — has embraced with great enthusiasm
the Donaldson report, which sets its face against small
acute hospitals. It sets its face in favour of centralising
acute services. Indeed, it is so audacious in its first
recommendation, which the Minister has, it seems,
accepted, that there should be an international panel and
that we should all blindfold ourselves in advance and
commit to accepting the outcome. | certainly will not do
that, and | trust that the Minister will not do so.

| would like the Minister to explain where the future lies

between his commitment to the retention of Causeway and
his embracing of Donaldson, with his agenda against such
hospitals. | do not think that you could read the Donaldson
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report and conclude otherwise than that the Causeway
would be one of the hospitals within his target range for the
closure or reduction of acute services. The Minister needs
to be very emphatic and very clear with the House tonight
about what he means. What will he emphatically stand

by in regard to the retention of the Causeway as an acute
hospital, or does the equivocation that might arise rest in
the use of the word “small”? Is he in fact trying to marry the
audacious attempts of Donaldson and his commitment to
the Causeway Hospital with some sort of agenda to diminish
facilities? Will the Minister be absolutely clear? How does
he square his embracing of the anti-small acute hospital
agenda of Donaldson with his embracing, which is welcome,
of sustaining the small acute services such as we have? |
trust that that will be faced up to and made very clear.

Will the Minister also be clear to the House about what he
sees as the future of the maternity unit in the Causeway?
That is the other area of considerable concern that the
Minister needs to address. He needs to put the matter
beyond doubt so that the outgoing MP for North Antrim
might not again be concerned about the potential closure
of the Causeway Hospital. [Interruption.]

4.45 pm

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Beggs): Order. | remind
Members not to make remarks from a sedentary position.

Ms Sugden: Like other Members who have contributed
so far, | thank my constituency colleague Mr Dallat for
tabling the Adjournment debate. Whether it is unfounded
or not, there remains significant concern about the future
of Causeway Hospital in its entirety or in the services

it provides. | also welcome the positive contributions

by Members in the House thus far, particularly by the
Minister’s party colleagues, because they are in a really
unique position to encourage and ensure the future of
the Causeway Hospital. | hope that they will continue to
support it in the way in which they have shown today.

| suppose that | want to follow on from Mr Allister’s point
about the Donaldson report, because it is one of the
points that makes me understand the uncertainty around
Causeway. Yes, the Minister has shown his commitment
to Causeway being an acute hospital with an A&E
supporting clinical services. That is fantastic, but the devil
is always in the detail. | would like the Minister to give more
information about the way in which it will move forward

as an acute hospital. Will it have a 24-hour A&E service,
and what clinical services will it provide? To be fair to the
Minister; up until now, the problem with the uncertainty
about Causeway has been the investment it has had. Until
recently, there have not been any clinical appointments
or capital investment. There has been no development.

Is that part of the Minister’s future plans to ensure that
Causeway will remain part of all this?

To come back to the Donaldson report; it is not a terrible
report. | take issue with parts of it. At the end of the day,
we are not England; we are Northern Ireland. We do not
have the same infrastructure. We are a rural constituency.
Perhaps, if the Minister’s Executive colleague had seen

fit to extend the A26 through to Coleraine, there might be
more of an argument to reduce the services at Causeway,
but he did not do so. Right now, in the position in which we
find ourselves, the Donaldson report is not quite applicable
to Northern Ireland.

| agree with Mr Allister that the Minister, up to this point,
seems quite enthusiastic about it. That does give me
concern for Causeway, particularly when the Minister was
asked about Causeway and his response was that, with a
population of 1-8 million, 10 hospitals was not appropriate
for Northern Ireland. That was in response to a question
about Causeway, so that makes me think that forefront in
the Minister’s mind is that the Causeway Hospital is one
too many for Northern Ireland. | hope that the Minister
does follow through on his commitment and is not paying
lip service to the people in the Public Gallery and to the
fact that we have an election in a few weeks’ time. | hope
that he really does put substance behind the fact —

Mr Campbell: | thank the Member for giving way. |
understand what she is referring to. However, with regard
to certainty or uncertainty about the future of the hospital,
would she agree that the recent very welcome clinical
appointments to the hospital — and, as | understand

it, further appointments to be made in the forthcoming
weeks and months — are hardly an indication of a lack of
commitment to the hospital, but rather the reverse?

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Beggs): The Member has an
extra minute.

Ms Sugden: Thank you. | thank the Member for that
question. Yes, Mr Campbell, | agree that that does
perhaps suggest that there is some sort of investment in
Causeway, but that investment is a long time coming. We
need to ensure that it remains in Causeway. | understand
that these appointments, whilst they are at the Causeway
Hospital, are within the Northern Trust. That means that
they can be shifted about to other hospitals. | hope that the
Minister will give his commitment in other ways as well the
recent appointments, but | do take that fair point.

To conclude my contribution to the debate, | ask the
Minister to clarify and, again, to reiterate his commitment
to the Causeway Hospital with a wee bit more detail. Will
the A&E be open 24 hours or will it be part time? That was
referred to me earlier and | think it is cause for concern.

Mr Dallat: Will the Member give way?
Ms Sugden: Yes. Please, go ahead.

Mr Dallat: Is the Member aware that the A&E department
in Coleraine hospital is, on many occasions, much busier
during the night than during the daytime?

Ms Sugden: Yes. | thank the Member for that. | am aware
of that, but other Members in the House have also brought
up the fact that our population increases significantly in
the summer holidays, which would also need to be taken
into account during the daytime. | am somewhat sceptical
about making it a part-time A&E service, but if this debate
comes down to that, and if that is what Causeway is going
to be, | would rather we get it out now so that we can

start preparing for it and so that the people in the Public
Gallery can find out what is going on beyond the simple
commitment to Causeway Hospital and its A&E.

Mr Wells (The Minister of Health, Social Services

and Public Safety): First of all, | thank Mr Dallat for his
patience. This debate was due to have been held last
week, but because | was witnessing first-rate care in the
Royal for my wife, | simply could not make it. | am glad that
the Assembly Business Office and, indeed, the Business
Committee were able to facilitate his request to have the
debate moved on a week.
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As the Member for East Londonderry Mr Campbell said, |
visited the Causeway Hospital at his request. | have to say
that that was in my capacity as Deputy Chairman of the
Health Committee. | was impressed by the large number
of staff who arrived at the door to meet me and by the very
detailed tour of the hospital that | had. | was due to go back
to the Causeway quite recently, but, again, because of the
problems with my wife’s health, | was not able to make it.
However, | commit to visiting the Causeway as soon as
possible and to discuss some of the issues raised.

| know Fred Mullan very well. He went to Queen’s with

me many years ago, and | have kept in touch with him
about this issue. | have found his input and that of all the
Northern Trust’s senior staff very helpful. | thank Mr Dallat
for raising the issue, and | take this opportunity to thank all
the staff at the Causeway Hospital for their service to the
local community and for their commitment to deliver high-
quality health services. | think that every Member who
rose to speak during the debate made exactly the same
point, which is that there is absolutely no problem with the
standard of service that the people of the north coast are
getting from that team.

The hospital is in one of the most beautiful scenic areas
of Northern Ireland. In fact, it is almost as scenic as south
Down. That was a joke, by the way, in case ‘The Coleraine
Chronicle’ should happen to raise it in next week’s edition.
The hospital provides services to the local population and
the many visitors who come to enjoy the north coast’s
beaches, attractions and, of course, its world-class golf
courses. Such an area needs a vibrant hospital, and

| am, therefore, committed to retaining the Causeway
Hospital as a local acute hospital. | hope that that allays Mr
Allister’s fears.

The model for services in the Causeway and the glens area
will be based around an acute hospital in Coleraine, with
an emergency Department, supporting clinical services, a
well-developed intermediate care service and community
teams evenly distributed across the area. Of course, it is a
very wide area. Perhaps one of the most fortuitous aspects
of local government reorganisation is that the new council
area more or less fits very neatly the area the Causeway
Hospital covers, going right out to Limavady at one extreme
and right over to Moyle in the other.

Mr Allister: | am obliged to the Minister. Can | take it, then,
that the Minister is repudiating the Donaldson philosophy
in the case of the Causeway Hospital? Is the Causeway
proofed against the Donaldson philosophy? Is the Minister
prepared to say that to the House?

Mr Wells: It is worth saying that Donaldson did not make
any reference whatsoever to the Causeway Hospital.

Mr Allister: He said 10 were too many.

Mr Wells: Yes. He made a statement. | am going to come
back to it, because the Member raised a very crucial point
about recommendation 1 of Donaldson. | wish to deal with
that, because several Members, including Claire Sugden,
raised it, and | want to deal with it.

What | can say to you is that that is our position on the
Causeway Hospital. Donaldson is out to consultation,
which ends on 22 May. | am not going to pre-empt the
public response to Donaldson on a whole range of
issues. Let me remind you that there was more than one
recommendation in the Donaldson report. Everybody has

homed in on recommendation 1, to some extent ignoring
the other nine recommendations, which are equally
important. | will come back to that, and | am sure that the
Member will remind me if | do not.

There are partnership arrangements for the community
and voluntary sector within the Causeway area. That
supports the integrated model of service. The commitment
to maintain acute services at the Causeway Hospital

was clearly demonstrated in January this year, when

the Northern Trust made new clinical appointments to

the hospital. Many people raised that issue. Those are
permanent appointments.

| want to come back to the concern about the lack of
continuity of tenure. | do not know where that is coming
from; these are permanent salaried posts in the Causeway
Hospital, including consultants in surgery, respiratory,
obstetrics and gynaecology and a consultant physician in
internal medicine. They have been appointed and funded,
and they are there on a permanent basis.

Ms Sugden: Will the Member give way?
Mr Wells: Certainly.

Ms Sugden: Although those appointments are currently
based in Causeway, they are trust appointments as
opposed to Causeway Hospital appointments. The
Northern Trust also encompasses Antrim hospital

and others, so could it, in the future, be that those
appointments are moved elsewhere?

Mr Wells: All appointments made in Northern Ireland

are made to a trust rather than a specific hospital. These
posts were advertised, and it was made very clear to the
applicants that they were for the Causeway. They were in
response to demands from many MLAs and the MP for the
area for new permanent staff. It is a huge commitment by
the board and the trust to the Causeway that those have
been made. We are also making a joint appointment to a
post with Altnagelvin hospital for a consultant cardiologist;
that person is in the process of being recruited. That gives
us an indication. On top of that, as Mr Campbell said,

the trust is recruiting three further posts: a consultant in
emergency medicine, a consultant physician in general
medicine and care of the elderly and a consultant
physician with an interest in respiratory medicine. Those
are very highly qualified and highly paid clinicians. If you
add up all those appointments, it is a very significant
revenue investment in the future of the Causeway Hospital.

| have to be honest — many people have mentioned this
— that there were difficulties and uncertainty about the
future of the Causeway Hospital, and it was difficult to
recruit consultants as a result of that. As a result of the
new management team that we have in the Northern Trust,
there is a much brighter future and a certainty. There is a
commitment from the chief executive to the Causeway that
has encouraged senior clinicians to apply for positions in
the Causeway. Much of the praise for the turnaround in
that situation has to go to the new chief executive and his
team, who have done a lot of work to transform the future
of the Northern Trust from one that was shrouded in doubt
to one where there is a very bright future. That augurs very
well for the future of the Northern Trust. Equally, public
representatives tell me that there is an open-door policy;
Members of the Assembly and MPs who have problems
and difficulties are getting their voices heard by the new
management team. That has to be a good thing.
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Causeway Hospital, like several other smaller acute
hospitals across Northern Ireland, has, in the past,
experienced difficulties. However, these appointments are
good news for the people who use the Causeway Hospital.
It is expected that these permanent — | emphasise that
word — postings will enhance the continuity and quality

of care for patients. | do not know where the problem

that Oisin — sorry, | will say “Oisin” because | cannot
pronounce his second name — identified about the lack of
continuity is coming from.

Mr O hOisin: Will the Minister give way?
Mr Wells: | certainly will.

Mr O hOisin: | accept that the Minister has confirmed the
degree of permanence of a number of the positions, but the
issue about continuity is referenced in the service provision
itself, as well as by some of the individuals. As | said, |
believe that the urology department is moving to Altnagelvin
as of now. That is where the uncertainty comes from.

Mr Wells: That is a valid point. Urology is a particularly
difficult area throughout Northern Ireland. Every trust is
finding it difficult to recruit consultants in that field. Indeed,
yesterday, in response to a question about cancer waiting
lists, | quoted urology as causing 35% of the delays.
However, that is a specific issue that is related not so much
to the Causeway but to that specialism, where we really
cannot appoint people at all when vacancies arise. | would
like to think that all the other issues that | have quoted
indicate that there is a commitment to the Causeway.

In capital investment, remember that the Causeway
opened only in 2001. | very clearly remember it being built.
A friend of mine designed the roundabout at the hospital;

| remember chatting to him about it. It is a very modern
hospital. You would not expect a huge degree of capital
investment in a hospital of that age because it is still
relatively modern. That having been said, we spent £2-3
million and £1 million in the last two years, so there is £3-3
million that has been invested in that hospital.

That is entirely normal. Current projects under
consideration for the Causeway Hospital include the
installation of a wind turbine generator at an estimated cost
of £1-2 million. There is already one at the Ulster University
and one at Antrim Area Hospital. Again, the fact that we
are prepared to spend such a large amount of money

on renewable energy indicates a commitment to the site
and to hospital. As Members will be aware, Transforming
Your Care recommended three options for the future
management of the Causeway Hospital. [Interruption.]

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Beggs): Order, Members.

5.00 pm

Mr Wells: My predecessor indicated that an appraisal of
the future management options for the Causeway Hospital
should be informed by the work of the turnaround and
support team that was appointed to the Northern Trust

in 2013. A key element of that team’s work was a series

of service reviews, including the networking of clinical
services and the development of a new model for medical
leadership and management.

| remind Members that | was up in Londonderry last
week, where | inspected the new cath labs that have
been installed. They are absolutely state of the art — the
most modern on the island of Ireland and in the United

Kingdom. The people of the Causeway area have access
to those. Indeed, while | was there, there was a patient
from Coleraine and a patient from Castlerock, both in the
Northern Trust area, being treated by that outstanding
technology. That shows the advantage of sharing services
with Altnagelvin. In both cases, within the hour, the patient
had been transported from the scene of their cardiac
arrest to the cath labs and treated in a very effective way.
That shows that the new links with Altnagelvin are bearing
fruit. Now, it would not be possible to have a cath lab at
the Causeway in Coleraine or, indeed, at any smaller
hospital in Northern Ireland, but it is good that we have
hypothecated that service for not only the Western Trust
but a very large section of the Northern Trust.

It is important that the work of the turnaround and support
team be substantially implemented before further work is
carried out on the options appraisal on future management
arrangements. When the recommendations from the team
have been implemented, the focus can once again turn to
the appraisal of the management options recommended by
Transforming Your Care.

Donaldson is out for consultation. The points that have
been made today should be made to Donaldson. Mr Storey
has just made a point of handing me ‘Causeway’s Future:
Proposals for the Way Forward for Causeway Hospital’,
which was prepared by the Causeway Hospital Campaign
group. Those are all the sorts of points that the Donaldson
review wants to hear. We are not wedded to any particular
recommendation of Donaldson, but | was enthusiastic,
because Donaldson has caused us to stop and think on
many issues about where we are going in Northern Ireland
and how, in many ways, we can configure our services.

It has prompted the debate that we need to have. There
are MLAs and MPs who see a very bright future for the
Causeway Hospital through documents such as this. It is
important that the review team has that information and
can take it on board.

People who might cast aspersions on Liam Donaldson’s
track record have to remember that we are talking about
the Sir Alex Ferguson of health. This is an individual who
was the Chief Medical Officer for England and has vast
experience and an impeccable track record in this field.
When he makes recommendations, we should sit up and
take note. That does not mean that we slavishly follow
everything that he says, but we have to give it due and
careful consideration. | think that Mr Allister is slightly
wrong to say that —

Mr Campbell: Slightly?

Mr Wells: He is entirely wrong to suggest that we should
bin the Donaldson review or not take it into account.

Mr Allister: Will the Minister give way?
Mr Wells: Yes.

Mr Allister: | do not think that | said to bin the Donaldson
review. | invited the Minister to square the circle between
Donaldson, which states that 10 hospitals is too many
and therefore — [Interruption.] This may be a matter of
disinterest to Mr Storey, but it is a matter of great interest
to his constituents. Donaldson said that we should bin the
10 acute hospitals and centralise resources: you cannot
do that and allow the Causeway Hospital to escape.
Therefore, | ask the Minister to reject any Donaldson
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consequential as far as it affects the Causeway and to
make that abundantly clear.

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Beggs): | invite the Minister to
draw his remarks to a close.

Mr Wells: All that | can say in reply is that there is not much
sense in me calling a consultation on Donaldson and then
issuing an edict as to what | think it should agree. When the
consultation is closed, we will have a chance to sit down
and analyse what has been said alongside documents
such as this and the Hansard report of this debate. We can
then have an intelligent debate on the best way in which to
configure hospital services in Northern Ireland.

That is as far as | am prepared to go at this stage, but

| hope that the huge investment we are making in the
Causeway Hospital in staffing at the moment indicates how
important a role we see it having in the north coast area.

Adjourned at 5.05 pm.
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The Assembly met at 12.00 noon (Mr Speaker in the Chair).

Members observed two minutes’ silence.

Assembly Business

Mr Dickson: On a point of order, Mr Speaker. Can you
advise the House who the Minister of Health is today, given
the statement that the Minister’s resignation will not take
place until 11 May and that another Minister will take joint
responsibility for some of the tasks?

Mr Speaker: My office and | have received no notification,
so, until | receive such notification, the Minister of Health is
Mr Jim Wells.

Public Petition: Sixmilewater —
Reconsideration of Belmont Road
Development

Mr Speaker: Mr Danny Kinahan has sought leave to
deliver a public petition in accordance with Standing Order
22. The Member will have up to three minutes to speak.

Mr Kinahan: | am really pleased to present this petition,
which calls for the reconsideration of the proposed
development of the Belmont Road on a site alongside

the banks of the Sixmilewater river. The petition contains
1,047 signatures today and is, | am told, still live and

now has 1,182 signatures. | thank Stevie Munn, a game
angling consultant, and the Six Mile Water Trust and

its colleagues, who pulled the petition together. They
highlighted the key issues, and | have enjoyed working with
them since | entered politics. Sadly, this matter has arisen
at election time, and | hope that it can be resolved by all
the politicians in the area working together into the future.

The valley and the river are just on the outskirts of Antrim,
and a wonderful council-planned mill race trail runs along
the riverbanks and is incredibly popular with locals as an
area of natural beauty, for angling, for countryside walks
and for nature. It really should be protected and preserved.
It should be part of a tourist trail and a tourism strategy

— if we had one — in Northern Ireland that promotes our
country sports and countryside. We should keep in mind
that, in Ireland, angling alone contributes €755 million to
the economy.

We all know that the Sixmilewater has often been
appallingly badly polluted, and, indeed, in 2008, there was
great flooding after heavy rainfall. The blockages around
the bridges and other pinch points led to appalling flooding
in people’s houses. We still have ongoing insurance
problems. We should keep that in mind when we look at
the petition and the plan.

The present plan is to develop 400 houses beside the
river, with a 10-metre buffer — that is all — with no
recognition of the needs of the wildlife, including the otters,
the dippers, the dollaghan and many others. That all needs
to be studied properly and accurately in an environmental
statement. That should be carried out so that we know all
the issues.

The application was validated just after the new super-
councils began, so it should be subject to the new local
area plan when it is created and should take into account
all the community’s views before any decision is made.
| hope that the Minister will confirm that that is the case
and that previous area plans are now redundant. | also
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hope that DRD and DARD will ook into the issues that
are relevant to them. The development should either not
happen at all or should be completely rethought. It is the
test on the whole of our new planning system. Thank you.

Mr Kinahan moved forward and laid the petition on the
Table.

Mr Speaker: | will forward the petition to the Minister of the
Environment and send a copy to the Committee.

Executive Committee Business

Social Security Benefits Up-rating Order
(Northern Ireland) 2015

Mr Storey (The Minister for Social Development): | beg
to move

That the Social Security Benefits Up-rating Order
(Northern Ireland) 2015 be approved.

The uprating order is an annual order that sets out the rates
of contributory and non-contributory benefits, together with
the various allowances and premiums, that make up income-
related benefits. Generally, the annual amounts from April
each year are based on the increases in the general level of
prices over the 12 months ending the previous September,
measured using the consumer prices index (CPI), which is
the measure of price inflation the Westminster Government
consider most appropriate for this purpose.

At the end of September 2014, the CPI showed an
increase of 1:2%. According to the latest data published by
the Office for National Statistics (ONS), by February this
year, that figure had fallen to zero and again remained at
zero last month.

There has been some debate in the past about whether
the CPI or the retail prices index (RPI) should be used as
the measure; some people argue that using CPI will cost
less. It is clear that there is no perfect measure of inflation,
but uprating by CPI ensures that, at the very least, benefit
levels maintain their value against inflation. In addition,
some commentators consider that it better reflects the
inflation experience of pensioners and benefit recipients.

In 2013, because of the national economic situation
pertaining at that time, the Westminster Government
brought forward the Welfare Benefits Up-rating Act 2013,
which limits the increase in the majority of working-age
benefits and statutory payments in Great Britain for 2014-
15 and 2015-16 to 1%. Whenever the Secretary of State
for Work and Pensions makes an uprating order under
section 150 or 150A of the Social Security Administration
Act 1992 or an order under the 2013 Act, my Department
is empowered to make a corresponding order. There is
no power to increase benefits by a different or greater
percentage to that provided for in the orders made by the
Secretary of State for Work and Pensions.

Basic state pension is increased by 2-:5% to £115-95,
which is an increase of £2-85 a week, and the minimum
guarantee in state pension credit is increased by the
same amount, taking a single person’s weekly income to
£151-20. For couples, the increase is £4-35, taking their
new total to £230-85 a week. Those facing additional
costs because of a disability or those who may have
less opportunity to increase their income through

paid employment have seen their benefits rise by the
increase in CPI. Therefore, disability living allowance,
attendance allowance, carer’s allowance and the main
rate of incapacity benefit have all risen by 1-2%, as did
the employment and support allowance support group
component and those disability-related premiums that are
paid with pension credit and working-age benefits.

Other benefits have been increased by 1%. As a result of the
uprating order, we will be spending an additional £94 million
on social security in 2015-16 — money that will go into the
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local community and the local economy. | appreciate that
many of us would like to do more, but, as | already stated, my
Department is empowered to increase the rates of benefits
only to the same extent as those payable in Great Britain.

| am sure that all Members will wish to ensure that people
in Northern Ireland, including some of the most vulnerable
in our society, can continue to receive the new increased
rates of benefit. Therefore, | ask them to join me in
supporting the order.

Mr Maskey (The Chairperson of the Committee for
Social Development): Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Comhairle. | thank the Minister for bringing forward the
statutory rule and for outlining the purpose behind it.

The Committee for Social Development first considered
the proposal on 5 February 2014 and was content for the
order to be made. We formally considered it on 12 March,
and the Committee was again content to recommend that
the Assembly affirm the statutory rule. As the Minister
indicated, the order is already in operation, and today we
are simply being asked to affirm it.

The order, as we just heard from the Minister, is one of a
series of statutory rules relating to the annual uprating for
rates of social security benefits, pensions and allowances.
The implementation of the uprating proposals is expected
to increase the Department’s annually managed
expenditure by approximately £94 million. The uprating
order also includes provision to increase the weekly

rate of ordinary and additional statutory paternity pay

and statutory adoption pay, the responsibility for which
lies with the Department for Employment and Learning.
DSD informed the Committee that it consulted with that
Department and that DEL is content with the proposals.

The Minister already referred to this, but the only issue of
contention for the Committee, which | feel it is important to
put on the record again, is that the increase in the uprating
is linked to CPI. Others have contested that that is less
advantageous. Nevertheless, that is the position that we
are in. The Minister outlined the reasons for the uplift and
the limitations on the Committee and the Assembly to do
anything about it at this point.

On behalf of the Social Development Committee, |
recommend that the order be affirmed by the Assembly.

Mr Storey: | thank the Chair of the Social Development
Committee and its members for the consideration that

they gave to the matter and for the positive way in which
they dealt with the order. As on previous occasions, | have
taken note of why RPI is no longer used and why we now
use CPI. | have no doubt that it is an issue that will continue
to be raised in the future, but, as the Member knows, the
outgoing coalition Government’s view is that the consumer
price index is the most appropriate measure for price
inflation for this purpose. Therefore, it remains an issue that
is in the domain of the national Government at Westminster.

| am certain that there will be a general welcome for the
increases in the rates of benefits provided for by the
uprating order, and | commend the motion to the House.

Question put and agreed to.
Resolved:

That the Social Security Benefits Up-rating Order
(Northern Ireland) 2015 be approved.

Committee Business

Ombudsman and Commissioner for
Complaints (Amendment) Bill: First Stage

Mr Nesbitt (The Chairperson of the Committee for the
Office of the First Minister and deputy First Minister):

| beg to introduce the Ombudsman and Commissioner for
Complaints (Amendment) Bill [NIA 48/11-16], which is a Bill
to extend the maximum period for which an acting Assembly
Ombudsman for Northern Ireland and an acting Northern
Ireland Commissioner for Complaints may hold office.

Bill passed First Stage and ordered to be printed.
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Northern Ireland Act 1998: Report on the
Operation of the Provisions of Parts 3 and 4

Mr Speaker: The Business Committee has agreed to
allow up to one hour and 30 minutes for the debate. The
proposer will have 10 minutes in which to propose the
motion and 10 minutes in which to make a winding-up
speech. All other Members who are called to speak will
have five minutes.

12.15 pm

Mr Moutray (The Chairperson of the Assembly and
Executive Review Committee): | beg to move

That this Assembly notes the report of the Assembly
and Executive Review Committee on the Operation of
the Provisions of Parts 3 and 4 of the Northern Ireland
Act 1998 [NIA 242/11-16], made under Section 29A(3)
of that Act.

The context to this report is that the Northern Ireland Act
2006 inserted section 29A into the Northern Ireland Act
1998, which provided for the establishment and function of
the Assembly and Executive Review Committee. Section
29A(3) of the Northern Ireland Act 1998 provides that the
Assembly and Executive Review Committee:

“shall, by no later than 1 May 2015, make a report on
the operation of the provisions of Parts 3 and 4 of this
Act —

(a) to the Secretary of State;
(b) to the Assembly; and
(c) to the Executive Committee.”

Since its establishment in May 2007, the AERC has
reviewed and produced 10 reports, all of which are outlined
in this report. In its approach to each of the reviews,

the Committee has sought and considered the views of
political parties in identifying what issues to review. Among
those that it was asked to consider were the size of the
Assembly; the number of Departments; the appointment of
the Minister of Justice; the petition of concern mechanism;
a review of d’Hondt and the introduction of an official
opposition; and gender equality. All those issues were
covered in the reports produced by the Committee. There
were a number of additional issues that the Committee
was asked to consider but they did not fall under its remit
and were, therefore, not selected for review.

While the Committee did not always reach consensus

on the issues considered in the 10 reports, it did set out

in detail options for how they could be taken forward,

with individual party positions on each issue. The
outcomes from these reports recently proved useful in the
negotiations leading to the Stormont House Agreement.
For example, the Committee’s views on how the number
of Northern Ireland Departments could be reduced have
been broadly reflected in the nine future Departments as
announced by OFMDFM in March. Similarly, the extensive
consultation and analysis undertaken as part of the
Committee’s reviews of d’Hondt, community designation,
provisions for opposition and petitions of concern provided
a useful foundation for the corresponding provisions in the
Stormont House Agreement.

Preparing this report was an opportunity to reflect on the
number of issues the Assembly and Executive Review

Committee took forward. However, it is equally important
to recognise the complexity and depth of some of those
reviews — such as policing and justice — including
reviewing the arrangements for the appointment of a
Justice Minister, the establishment of an opposition, a
review of the petition of concern mechanism and the
reduction in the number of Departments and Members of
this Assembly.

It is worth noting that the Committee commissioned 53
Assembly research papers as part of its inquiries. That
was testimony to the extensive scrutiny that the Committee
undertook to ensure that the parties represented on it
were fully informed of the complexities of implementing
institutional reform in Northern Ireland and were aware of
models of best practice nationally and internationally.

The Assembly and Executive Review Committee requests
that the Assembly notes its report on the operation of the
provisions of Parts 3 and 4 of the 1998 Act to the Secretary
of State, the Assembly and the Executive Committee.

Mr McCartney: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle.
| welcome the report. Indeed, | thank the Chair for his work
over the last number of years, particularly on the reports
that have been carried out recently. | am the only person
who has remained on the Committee since its inception in
2007. | do not know what that says about the Committee or
me, but | have been there from the beginning.

There have been 10 reports carried out, and the Chair
outlined a number of them. For me, some of the reports
were very informative, and the witnesses who came to
the Committee and the number of research papers — as
the Chair outlined, there were 53 — provided a lot of
information and insight into how the Assembly could work
better. | do not think that any of us is naive enough to not
know that some of the discussions we took part in would
need some sort of political leadership as well. So, as we
take things forward, we know that.

The first two reports that the Committee carried out were
into the transfer of policing and justice powers. | was on
the Assembly and Executive Review Committee and then
sat on the Justice Committee when it was established,
which no doubt provided an excellent insight into the many
agencies and the many different aspects of the Justice
Department that were coming here for the first time.

The last report of the Committee was on women and
politics, which perhaps was not strictly within the confines
of Parts 3 and 4 of the Act. Again, as we go forward, that
will be seen as the basis for more discussion. Everybody
in the Committee accepted that the Assembly — indeed,
politics in general, not just here — could do more to
encourage and make provision for more women in politics.
That report will be seen in that context.

| commend the Chair and, on behalf of Sinn Féin, thank the
Committee staff and the researchers for the valuable work
they have carried out over a long number of years. Go
raibh mile maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle.

Mr Rogers: These reports are the product of a number of
years’ work and research, and | place on record my thanks
and the SDLP’s thanks to the Committee’s Clerks and staff
for their tremendous work.

As the previous Member said, the Committee’s work
involved working through the detail of the operational needs
of Parts 3 and 4 of the Northern Ireland Act. Two reviews
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that | was recently involved with and would highlight were
on petitions of concern and women in politics.

Voter disillusionment with Stormont, and with politics more
generally, has been highlighted to me, and many in this
House | am sure, in the past few weeks as we have been
canvassing. Those two reviews, in particular, could help
to lay the foundations for voters to start becoming more
engaged with our politics.

Petitions of concern were designed to protect the equality
and human rights of vulnerable groups. It is clear that the
use of petitions of concern has evolved over the life of

the Assembly, and they are being abused in a capricious
manner. | am sure the discussions between the parties

on petitions of concern will be aided and informed by the
review so that we can ensure that petitions are employed
in accordance with their originally intended purpose. The
SDLP believes that any change in the use of petitions must
be reflected in standing orders and be adjudicated upon.

The debate on the review into women in politics and in

the Assembly nicely coincided with the celebrations for
International Women’s Day. It was heartening to hear
cross-party recognition and support for the need for more
women to enter politics. However, most people want to
know what we are going to do about it. It is important that
we implement the recommendations of the review and help
to encourage and support more women to run for election
in Northern Ireland at all levels.

| am confident that the vast work undertaken by this
Committee will prove to be beneficial to the House and the
Secretary of State. Thank you, Mr Speaker; that was short
and sweet.

Mr Swann: | just heard Mr Rogers say, “Short and sweet.”
Hopefully, he was referring to his contribution rather than
me. [Laughter.] We note the publication of this report from
the Assembly and Executive Review Committee. As the
report outlines, a number of the elements of the provisions
in Parts 3 and 4 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998 are subject
to discussion following the Stormont House Agreement. The
report concludes that the Committee will revisit a number

of the issues following the publication of the its report

and points to the fact that other aspects were subject to
discussions flowing from the Stormont House Agreement.

One of the areas that the Committee will revisit is the
method of election of the First Minister and deputy First
Minister. It is no secret that the Ulster Unionist Party would
like to see a return to the joint election of that office. The
Stormont House Agreement contained a reduction in

the number of Executive Departments. Ultimately, it is

the Ulster Unionist Party’s view that we could have seen

a more ambitious reduction in the number of Executive
Departments. Nevertheless, we welcome the small
number arrived at.

While the detail has still to be worked out, we hope that
the reallocations of functions and services will see an
Executive that greater serves the people of Northern
Ireland.

Breaches of the ministerial code have been raised more
than once during this mandate, and we believe that this is
an area that needs looked at as well. As Mr Rogers also
referred to, petition of concern is an area that is obviously
in need of serious reform. However, this is one of the areas

that is currently being reviewed as part of the Stormont
House Agreement, so | await the outcome of that.

We note that the conclusions in this report point to the work
that has already been carried out in relation to a number

of provisions of Parts 3 and 4 of the Northern Ireland Act
1998 and the work that is still to be completed following the
Stormont House Agreement as well as by the independent
financial review panel. We will no doubt come back to
many of these topics in the future, either to welcome work
completed or to investigate what more is needed to be
done, but we note the contents of this report today.

Mr Lunn: The Chair laid out in his introduction why we
were required to make this report. At the time, it seemed

to come out of the blue and was a bit of a surprise. | would
not say that we nearly overlooked it, but we did not have an
awful lot of time to deal with the issue, not that that should
be much of a handicap in the case of this Committee
because, frankly, we never spend much time on anything.

| want to pay tribute to the staff, two of whom are here,
Claire McCanny and Kate McCullough, and Jim Nulty.
They have dealt with this as best they can, producing
mountains of information for us. The Committee, once it
got into its deliberations, met three times. | fancy that we
may have spent between an hour and a half and two hours
in total on this supposedly very important review, and here
we are today. | suppose that we could say that we have
fulfilled the obligation under the original Act to review the
operation of Parts 3 and 4. We have done that, but, beyond
that, there is not an awful lot to say about this.

The Chair, in his introduction, said that these reports
provide a lot of valuable input for future deliberation, such
as the Stormont House Agreement. | will go through some
of the paragraphs in the report. Paragraph 31 notes the
point that parties were asked to identify if there were any
further provisions that they wanted to have included in

the report. | think that that was the third time that they

had been asked, and nobody ever came up with any
suggestions. Paragraph 49 is on the operations of 16A
and 16C of the Act. The Committee acknowledged that

a consensus could not be reached. Paragraph 60 of the
report states that, on the initial ministerial provision in
relation to the Department of Justice, there was no broad
consensus. Paragraph 67 states that the Committee
could not reach consensus on the size of the Assembly.
Paragraph 82 states that the Committee concluded

that there was no consensus at that time on d’Hondt.
Paragraph 90 refers to the Committee’s report on petitions
of concern and states that the Committee did not achieve
consensus for most of its conclusions.

Mr Speaker, | do not want to query the clock, but was my
time perhaps added to that of the Member who spoke
previously? | do not think that | have been going for four
and a half minutes. If | have, my time is nearly up. That will
be a relief to some people.

Finally, Mr Swann referred to paragraph 102. It states:

“The Committee agreed that it would return to consider
issues relating to the nomenclature and the method of
election of the First Minister and deputy First Minister
... the Ministerial Code” —

Mr Speaker: You have an extra minute. There was a
difficulty with the clock. | will keep you right.
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Mr Lunn: Thank you. Paragraph 102 continues:

“and Strategies relating to Irish language and Ulster
Scots ... following the publication of the Committee
Report”.

| respectfully suggest that the best thing that this
Committee could do is to conduct a review of its own
operations. It is a farce, and it really needs to be beefed up
and tidied up. We continually do not reach consensus on
virtually anything. | will leave it at that, but I will support the
report.

Mr Campbell: | am little bit confused by Mr Lunn’s
concluding remarks in that he almost excoriated the report
and welcomed it at the same time, but such is the Alliance
Party.

Mr Lunn: Will the Member give way?
Mr Campbell: No, | think that we have had enough.

| welcome the report, such as it is. A series of issues have
been at the heart of matters since 1998, through the St
Andrews Agreement and the Stormont House Agreement,
about the size of the Assembly and the number of
Departments. Those issues concentrate the minds not
just of the Assembly and Executive Review Committee
but of the wider public. In all seriousness, | share some

of Mr Lunn’s concerns, because, at times, the Committee
goes over ground that we all know that we will not reach
consensus on. Some critics need to make up their minds
— | am not referring to Mr Lunn — in that, if we do not
agree, they criticise the politicians and members of the
Assembly and Executive Review Committee, and, if we do
agree, they criticise us for agreeing. They cannot have it
both ways.

12.30 pm

(Mr Principal Deputy Speaker [Mr Newton] in the Chair)

There is no doubt that there is a gulf of difference between
some of the parties, not least between Sinn Féin and us.
The Committee went through the motions to arrive at the
conclusion that that gulf exists. | do not see that there is a
problem with admitting that to be the case. However, the
Stormont House Agreement — AERC investigated some
of the issues therein — addressed some of those matters,
and we are very slowly, at a snail’s pace, doing likewise. |
do not accept the pace, and many people outside do not
accept it either. | want us to make much more significant
progress. What people want to say to us, and what | say
today, is that we need to get on, address the matters,

get the size of the Assembly down, get the number of
Departments down and let us see a fully functioning,
effective Government in place.

Mr Allister: Here we are again: another non-report from
what is, effectively, a non-committee. Indeed, things are so
bad this time that the report is reduced simply to reciting
its previous ineffective non-reports. | say “non-committee”,
because the truth is that this Committee is either not
permitted or is incapable of original thought. It can act only
when it gets the nod from the politburo to agree something.
Otherwise, its sole function is to meet occasionally, just
long enough to drink the free coffee, take the free scones,
dip into the free fruit platter, and, after 25 minutes, the
meeting is over. That is the essence of the Committee.

Mr Lunn: | thank the Member for giving way. We do not get
free scones any more.

Mr Allister: Any more? Good.
Mr Principal Speaker: The Member has an extra minute.

Mr Allister: So this Committee made a decision, Mr Lunn
says, that, such was the level of embarrassment over its
inactivity, it would no longer have free coffee, free scones
and free fruit. Well done, this Committee. Is that the
product of all this? Yes, sadly, it is.

The Chairman, of course, who obviously has much more
important things to do than even to be here for the debate
— after his three-minute speech, he disappeared from
the Chamber — told us that the Committee had had 53
research papers. It has had 53 fig leaves, because it has
done nothing with any of them.

The real significance of today is that, after eight years, we
reach the point at which the DUP promise of 2007 stands
naked and exposed. The 2007 promise, after St Andrews,
was: this was for the gullible, of whom there were many,
and you will have to swallow mandatory coalition for eight
years, but we have got it into the Act. We have amended
section 29, and, in 2015, at the end of eight years — two
terms — there will be a review to end mandatory coalition.
What a con. Yet Members like the Chairman, who is on
record as saying that he would rather go back to his shop
than go into government with Sinn Féin, were gullible
enough to swallow it, to peddle it and to pretend about it.
Today he is probably out canvassing for a candidate who in
2005 took David Trimble’s seat on the basis of a manifesto
saying that mandatory coalition with Sinn Féin was out of
the question. Ever since, he has spent his time propping it
up, as has the Chairman.

The great promise for the gullible was this: at the end of
eight years, there would be this mighty review. We were
not tied into mandatory coalition in perpetuity; it would be
magicked away by this review. That was the disingenuous
nonsense that was peddled and that many of the gullible
fell for, while some who wanted to fall for it grasped it

with both hands. That is the truth and the reality of what
happened in that party. Today, the truth and the reality

of this fatuous, vacuous report is that it does not even
amount to a row of beans — fitting, perhaps, given the
disingenuous nature of the false promise so grandly made.

Mr B McCrea: Mr Allister referred to some people as
“gullible”. | may be one of those gullible people, because |
voted yes for the Good Friday Agreement, and | would vote
yes again for the Good Friday Agreement.

Mr Allister: Will the Member give way?
Mr B McCrea: Yes.

Mr Allister: The gullible | was referring to were those who
voted no to the Good Friday Agreement, who pretended
that they were still against the Good Friday Agreement
and who were then so gullible to believe that they could
endorse the Good Friday Agreement and, through this
review mechanism, nonetheless get it changed. They were
the gullible | was referring to; not you, Mr McCrea — you
were always gullible. [Laughter.]

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: Mr McCrea has an extra
minute.
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Mr B McCrea: | am trying to work out whether it is better
to be wrong or gullible. | am grateful for the clarification,
because the challenge | put out then, and the challenge

| put out now, is this: give me an alternative. Give me
something else that you can do that will get agreement.
What the Member just outlined is that we have a stalemate.
We cannot get any form of agreement; there will be no
change. The reason why this is a complete waste of time is
because there is no agreement.

| can accept some of the arguments that the honourable
Member put forward about what he would like to see
achieved, but the truth of the matter is that he will not
see them achieved. The most serious issue that we have
had — I think it is at paragraph 102 — is what to call

the First Minister and deputy First Minister. That is what
pervades every single political thought in this place and
in this country; it does not matter what your policies are
on anything. It all comes down to this: “Let’s keep the
Shinners out” or “Let’s try and get the Shinners in”. All
other policy debates are reduced to nothing.

| checked to see what this Committee does, and | noticed
that paragraph 12 on page 4 says that it agreed to write to
all the independents and the party leaders on 27 January —

Mrs D Kelly: Will the Member give way?
Mr B McCrea: Yes.

Mrs D Kelly: This is on a slightly different point, but does
the Member not agree that neither Sinn Féin nor the DUP
has fulfilled the promises of the Good Friday Agreement,
which many people voted for because it was a better way
forward, and that a sectarian headcount suits both parties?

Mr B McCrea: | am happy to develop that point. That is
what was promised in 1998. We were going to try to put
the past behind us and move forward. We were going

to try to work our way through things. The history of this
place has proven that it has not been possible to do that.
Of course, people go through a few sham fights; they
pretend that they are having disagreements, and then
they go off and talk to their core electorate. Meanwhile,
nothing, nothing, nothing gets done. This Committee will
not produce any reports because this Committee cannot
produce any reports.

At the risk of stating the obvious, we are getting to a stage
where you find that the contempt in which the political
process is held in this part of the world is palpable when
you talk to people on the street. If we do not deal with that,
we will not get people buying in to a political process, a
peace process or any other process.

We have far more important things to deal with, whether
they be youth unemployment, trying to get the economy
going or trying to sort out our stance on gay marriage or
any of the other issues that affect us. Let us have proper
debate. But, do you know what? We cannot. Everything
comes back to whether we will have Marty as First Minister
or whether we will ensure that he is not.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker, the clock is not working, so |
do not know where | am with time.

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: The clock is accurate.
Mr B McCrea: Sorry. | beg your pardon.

The key question that | want to ask is this: why can we not
have some proper debate? | heard Mr Campbell say that

we should reduce the number of MLAs. Fair enough, let
us reduce the number of MLAs, but maybe we should look
at changing the boundaries. Why do we have to follow the
18 parliamentary constituencies? That is the debate, and

| am happy that some discussion may happen on that. We
certainly need to get a more effective form of government.

People will know that | have long-held reservations about
petitions of concern. We get into situations from time to time
when both the main parties have said, “Do you know what?
We really cannot see this passed”. | want to see a more
effective mechanism, whether it be some form of weighted
mechanism, some sort of review or something else. We
cannot get to a situation in which it does not matter what
we say or speak on because a petition of concern will be
tabled. As a result, this place will not change.

The issue that many people find strange is that the
Assembly has little power on matters. Most issues — most
difficult issues — are resolved at Executive level or behind
closed doors. That is not what democracy is based on. We
should be having the debate and come out and say what
we want to see done better.

On Mrs Kelly’s point, the disappointment that the people
of our country feel is palpable. We need to do better, so
we ought to have an official review. The AERC is the
Committee that should be doing that. It is failing in its job,
and collectively we need to do better.

Mr Sheehan (The Deputy Chairperson of the Assembly
and Executive Review Committee): Go raibh maith agat,
a Phriomh-LeasCheann Combhairle. As Deputy Chair of the
Assembly and Executive Review Committee, | will make
the closing remarks in the debate on the Assembly and
Executive Review Committee’s Report on the operation

of the provisions of Parts 3 and 4 of the NI Act 1998. | do
not propose to summarise Members’ contributions. They
speak for themselves and will be available in Hansard.

| commend the Assembly and Executive Review
Committee on the work that has been undertaken over the
past eight years. At times, that work has been complex
and sensitive when it came to considering the views of
the political parties and individual Members of the House.
| further stress that those same parties and individual
Members were given the opportunity to contribute to the
topics that were to be considered by the Committee.

The reports produced by the Assembly and Executive
Review Committee over those past eight years have
contributed to a number of key matters that have been taken
forward by the Assembly, such as policing and justice, the
procedures for the appointment of the First Minister and the
deputy First Minister, and women in politics.

| also agree with the Chair that, when we reviewed not
only the reports but the mechanisms that we used to carry
out the reviews, | was struck by the wealth of information
and research that was commissioned on behalf of the
Committee to reach the conclusions and recommendations
in every report. In addition to the extensive number of
research papers that were produced, the Committee
engaged with a wide range of stakeholders as part of
each review, from political parties to leading academics
here and in the UK, as well as councils, think tanks

and voluntary and community groups. The Committee
also engaged with the British Secretary of State, the
Northern Ireland Office, Executive Departments and non-
departmental public bodies.
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| emphasise to the House that the reports of the Assembly
and Executive Review Committee have provided valuable
information to the Assembly that have allowed it to
consider ways of moving forward reform of the institution.

| conclude by thanking the Committee officials for the

sterling work that they have done over the past eight years.

Question put and agreed to.
Resolved:

That this Assembly notes the report of the Assembly
and Executive Review Committee on the Operation of
the Provisions of Parts 3 and 4 of the Northern Ireland
Act 1998 [NIA 242/11-16], made under Section 29A(3)
of that Act.

12.45 pm

Private Members’ Business

Marriage Equality

Mr Principal Deputy Speaker: The Business Committee
has agreed to allow up to one hour and 30 minutes for this
debate. The proposer of the motion will have 10 minutes to
propose and 10 minutes to make a winding-up speech. All
other contributors will have five minutes. As a valid petition
of concern was presented on Friday 24 April in relation to
the motion, the vote will be on a cross-community basis.

(Mr Speaker in the Chair)
Ms Ruane: | beg to move

That this Assembly welcomes the marriage equality
referendum in the South of Ireland; notes that a
growing number of Parliaments across the world
have embraced, and legislated for, marriage equality;
respects the rights of the religious institutions to define,
observe and practise marriage within their beliefs;
and calls on the Executive to legislate for marriage
equality for same-sex couples so that all citizens will
have the same legal entitlement to the protections,
responsibilities, rights, obligations and benefits
afforded by the legal institution of marriage.

Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle. Agus molann
Sinn Féin an ceart um chomhionannas soisialta, gnéis
agus culturtha. | welcome the referendum for marriage
equality in the South of Ireland. | will be voting yes —

td — on 22 May. | was part of the Sinn Féin team at the
constitutional convention, and | was very proud that all
our representatives voted in favour of marriage equality. If
we vote yes, and | hope we do, we will be a step closer to
cherishing all the children of the nation equally.

Sinn Féin wants to see this island part of a progressive
world where all citizens can be married, regardless of
their sexual orientation. We want to join the nations that
have supported marriage equality: Argentina, Brazil,
Canada, Denmark, France, Iceland, Luxembourg, the
Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Portugal, South
Africa, Spain, Sweden, England, Scotland, Wales and
Uruguay. This is the fourth time that Sinn Féin has brought
this motion forward, and | have no doubt that there will be
some among you who will be critical of that. We make no
apology for that, because until all our citizens have equality
we will continue to bring motions in relation to equality. Sin
é; it is as simple as that.

| sympathise with Jim Wells in relation to his wife Grace,
and | am genuinely sorry that they are going through such
difficult and traumatic times; | mean that very sincerely.
However, no matter how much pressure someone is under,
there is no excuse for the comments that were made. What
made the comments even worse was that they were made
by the Health Minister, who has taken a pledge of office
and who is responsible for safeguarding children. Jim
Wells violated that pledge of office, and | believe —

Mr Allister: Will the Member give way?
Ms Ruane: No, | will not give way.

| believe that he made the right decision. The only part of
the decision that | think is wrong is that he should have
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resigned from now and not from 11 May. Peter Robinson,
the leader of the DUP, now has a decision to make. The
public needs to be reassured that the new Health Minister
will fulfil her or his duties in the Department, whether it is
in relation to adoption, blood donation or child protection.
We cannot continue to have policy made based on
personal religious belief and then pretending that there is
research to back it up. We have seen that with the last two
Health Ministers. It is insulting to the community at large,
particularly to the LBG community. Indeed, his comments
were very insulting to lone parents.

| note that all of the parties have criticised his comments,
and | welcome that, but now the proof of the pudding is in
the eating. Parties like the SDLP and Alliance say that their
policy is to support marriage equality, and their members
say they support their party policy. But then, some of them
do not turn up for debates, and we hear the most ridiculous
excuses. So, | genuinely hope that there is a full SDLP
team and a full Alliance team here today.

Ulster Unionist Party Members have a free vote — sitting
on the fence as usual. | believe that the leader of the UUP
has questions to answer. He is not here, unfortunately. He
sits on the Committee with responsibility for equality, but
he has questions to answer. His party has election pacts
with a party that does not support equality. Then, he is on
the radio making nonsensical arguments that the marriage
equality debate is not about equality and that that is why
he supports equality for LGBT people but not in relation
to marriage. It is nonsensical. He should be here and he
should clarify his position.

This is an equality issue. | can marry my husband. | can
show the world that | have married him and that | love
him, but my gay and lesbian friends who have been in
relationships for longer than | have — | have been in it for
only 22 or 23 years — cannot do the same, and that is not
fair. It is not legally right and it is not fair.

Jim Wells is not alone in the DUP to have made such
homophobic comments. The list is long — Sammy Wilson,
lan Paisley junior, Iris Robinson, Edwin Poots. We had
Paul Givan trying to bring in a Bill, but, thankfully, Sinn
Féin, with the Greens and Basil McCrea, are blocking that
discriminatory private Member’s Bill dressed up as a so-
called conscience Bill.

To the DUP, | say that | hope that none of your children;
grandchildren; nieces; nephews; brothers; sisters; aunties;
uncles; cousins; neighbours; friends, or constituents are
gay. The reason that | hope they are not is because they
will be living in fear and getting very dangerous messages.
They will be living in a culture of silence and rejection.
There is a good chance that your policies and utterances
are hurting them, and hurting them so deeply that they
fear coming out. As Justin McAleese so eloquently put it
in his article, when he heard lan Paisley junior’s remarks,
it stopped him coming out for another while and left him
suffering in silence. It is wrong, and things need to change
in this part of the world. You are condemning them to
silence and fear.

What are the arguments that we are going to hear today?
That it threatens family values — yeah, yeah, yeah. We
have heard it before. | will tell you when we heard it. We
heard it when it was used to justify laundries, when women
were hidden away to protect family values while they were
pregnant and had their children. Children were sent to far-

flung parts of the globe to protect family values. We do not
want to protect those types of family values. We will hear
that the institution of marriage is threatened. Where did we
hear that before? It was in apartheid South Africa, to justify
why black and white could not marry — because it would
threaten the institution of marriage.

The other argument we will hear today is about religious
belief. In case there is any ambiguity about it, the motion
supports freedom of religion by allowing religious
institutions to define, observe and practise marriage
according to their beliefs. However, as legislators, we are
not here to legislate according to our personal beliefs; we
are here to legislate on the basis of equality, and that is
what we will do. We will join the rest of the world in equality
for all of our citizens.

My concluding message is to the LGB community. Sinn
Féin believes that you have rights. We will support those
rights. We will take on discrimination and homophobia
using all the tools at our disposal, but the biggest message
that | want to send to drown out the negative, hateful bile
that is coming out of some people is: we love our gay
aunties and uncles; we love our lesbian children and gay
grandchildren. We applaud your courage and bravery and
the bravery of organisations that work with you. Together,
we will build a society that includes and embraces.

| urge politicians to be very careful when they are
speaking. A gay couple knows only too well how scary it
is, in the dark of night, when a brick might come through
the window. It takes courage to come out, because hate
crime is on the rise. Those politicians who incite hatred, do
not wring your hands, cite your conscience or say that you
are against violence, if your words — your words — are
the words ringing in the ears of the person who throws the
brick through the window. Shame on you. Shame on you.

Today, what we need is this House to support the motion.

Mr Weir: | am speaking on behalf of the DUP. My party
will oppose the motion for a number of reasons. First of all,
the proposer of the motion mentioned that it is the fourth
occasion on which it has been brought to the House this
mandate. The make-up of the House has altered very
little during that period. Clearly, this is an attempt at an
electoral stunt. This is not a serious debate. Indeed, that
was indicated by the previous Member who spoke when
she made the offensive remarks effectively comparing
those who oppose same-sex marriage or a redefinition of
marriage to those who took a particular view in apartheid
South Africa. | find that deeply offensive.

| think that the game was given away by the proposer of
the motion when she referred to the SDLP, Alliance Party
and Ulster Unionist Party. Clearly, this is an attempt to try
to exploit differences in those parties for pure electoral
gain. It is disappointing that there will not be a serious
debate on that basis.

At the outset, | want to say that the position with regard
to the definition of marriage in the Republic of Ireland —
although it is only obliquely referred to in the motion — is
a matter entirely for them. | take no position at all on the
referendum. It is not my place to try to interfere in the
internal affairs of another sovereign country. However,

| hope that such a referendum never takes place in this
jurisdiction.
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It is not about a rights agenda. When civil partnerships
were brought in, that conferred a range of rights. That was
meant to sort out the rights issues. It dealt with that. The
motion is clearly an attack on the symbolism and institution
of marriage and is an attempt to redefine marriage. My
party believes, as do | from my personal beliefs and
convictions, that marriage is between one man and one
woman. Once you redefine that, you lose the essence

of marriage itself. | have no doubt that some proponents

of this will say that that definition is not inclusive. | freely
accept that it is not an inclusive definition because
marriage, by its nature, is not inclusive: it makes a range of
boundaries and restrictions. There are restrictions on the
age at which people can be married and the nature of the
blood relationship between those who would potentially
get married. Similarly, it is restricted to two people; one
man and one woman. Marriage, by its nature, then, has a
special place in society.

Perhaps the most serious thing is the impact that it would
have on Churches and faith organisations. There was

an attempt to sugar the pill in relation to that. We have
supposedly, in the motion, the provision to try to protect
those Churches. | ask what level of worth that has and
whether we are faced today with a motion that is really the
endgame. If we see a situation in which the definition of
marriage is redefined in this nature and various Churches
resist that, as they would, how long will it be before
pressure comes on them and there is some of court
challenge or indeed pressure is put on them with regard
to the funding that would go to them? For those who see
that as fanciful, we have seen recently in the Ashers case
that there are to be no exemptions or exceptions for the
exercise of conscience.

1.00 pm
Mr McCallister: Will the Member give way?
Mr Weir: No, | want to get through this.

Similarly, if we are looking at the endgame, we should
remember that when the then Prime Minister, Tony Blair,
brought in civil partnerships, we were told that this was
meant to clear up all the issues: civil partnerships were

the complete solution, and marriage itself was not being
tampered with. Yet we see, 10 years down the line, an
attempt to redefine secular marriage. How much assurance
can we have that, further down the line, there will not be an
attempt at redefining the religious sacrament of marriage?

| have to say that, if you are a supporter of pure equality

in marriage, this motion does not cut it for you because,
essentially, it says that you can have marriage on certain
grounds but there will be exclusions. As anyone who has
campaigned for equality on any issue will tell you, it will,
therefore, be simply a staging post. If the motion is passed
and the Executive take action, the very same supporters of
the motion will come back to take further action to remove
any exemption for the Churches. There is no doubt about
that. At best, today’s motion represents — there has been
an attempt to disguise this — a temporary reprieve for the
Churches and those of faith.

For all those reasons, | urge the House to reject the
motion.

Mr Eastwood: We are having this debate at a time of
great concern for the many in our community who have not
been treated as full and valued members of it by people

in positions of authority. In the last few days, members

of our community have been demeaned and their value
and worth attacked. | am glad to see that we are now at a
stage at which people own up to their mistakes, take it on
the chin and resign. We do not have much of a culture of
that here yet. | think that Mr Wells has done the right thing
by resigning, and | wish him all the best in dealing with his
personal difficulties.

As an Assembly, and as people in positions of power and
responsibility, we need to be seen to embrace all members
of our community — all members. The motion and the idea
of equal marriage are about ensuring that people in our
community can access the full services of the state and

be seen as and respected as full citizens in our society.
There is no reason whatsoever why the North of Ireland
should be the only place in these islands that does not
have marriage available to same-sex couples. That is the
position that we will be in very shortly, because | believe
strongly that people in the South will vote yes in the
marriage equality referendum, and | hope that they do. We
will be the only place on these islands that does not have
that same equality for members of our community.

| fully respect people’s views on this issue. | understand
that people have deeply held religious views. People in our
party have deeply held religious views about this issue.
The SDLP’s policy is clear, however: we support equal
marriage. | know that that is our policy because | proposed
it at our party conference, and it was passed by a majority.
That is how we do things. We are very clear that that is

our position, but we also recognise that we have to protect
the Churches and religious organisations that do not want
to take part in equal marriage. This is about changing

civil marriage, not about changing anybody’s religious
interpretation of what marriage is. Marriage has changed
and evolved over the centuries. This is about the access
to civil marriage. In the event that the motion passes and
we finally get to a position of equality with people in Britain,
the Churches will be protected.

| fully respect people’s right to oppose equal marriage,

but people need to understand that we need to be seen to
support members of our community who have been getting
all the wrong kinds of messages from this place, whether
telling people that their blood is not good enough to save
lives or that they cannot adopt children, when children are
crying out for loving fathers.

Mr Wells has done the right thing, but | call on the DUP to
go further. One of the DUP’s MPs has said that gay people
harm society. That kind of bigotry is what harms society.
That kind of bigotry is what got us into a lot of difficulties
over the years in this place. | call on the First Minister to
disassociate himself from lan Paisley’s remarks and to

ask him to withdraw them, in the same way that Mr Wells
did. Hopefully, the DUP will move to a much more tolerant
place in society. If it does not, | do not see how any
potential British Prime Minister could do a deal with a party
that thinks that homosexuals harm society. We need to see
a complete change in the attitude of that party, and | hope
that, today, it takes the opportunity to begin that process.

Mr Kinahan: | rise saddened that the Chamber is being
used by Sinn Féin to play party politics but, as ever,
hopeful that somewhere in the words and minds of all
those here is a genuine intention to do good. | will not be
taking any interventions.
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At school and in the army, | believed and, | am ashamed to
say, joked, carried by the flow, that gay, lesbian and such
matters were wrong and could be laughed at. | had never
really sat down and thought about it. In the 1980s, when

you were due for promotion from captain to major, you were
vetted; every aspect of your life was questioned so that it
could be judged whether you were suitable to take on higher
levels of responsibility, such as receiving or giving orders,
doing your duty and making decisions under pressure that
would risk soldier or civilian lives. One of my great friends,
an excellent soldier in another regiment, left the army, and it
was only much later that | discovered why: he failed vetting
because he was gay. That opened my eyes as to how wrong
society could be. When serving and knowing the risks of
doing so, you recognise the importance of absolute trust in
your comrades. When on active service, you do not care
about the religion, colour or sexuality of the man beside
you, and, when injured, you most certainly never ask who
donated the blood that saved your life.

A society that is great, whether British, Irish or Northern
Irish, is a society where no one is discriminated against
and where everyone is allowed to practise their religious
beliefs freely and without fear. | want a society here in
Northern Ireland where no one is made to feel like a
second-class citizen to any extent, and certainly not due to
sexual definition. | want no discrimination whatsoever on
account of religious belief or sexual orientation.

| had a gentleman visit one of my constituency offices

last week who proceeded to berate a young man working
there about my stance on certain issues. It left him very
shaken. That is totally unacceptable. Debate, yes; discuss,
certainly; but bully, never. | want a society where no one
feels that their religious belief is necessarily superior

to others. | so want to see more Christian forgiveness,
tolerance and understanding.

| am proud of the Ulster Unionist Party for making this a
free vote, in which everyone can vote in accordance with
their religious beliefs, values and conscience. That is how
this debate should be for everyone. | suspect that some
in the Chamber are not voting as they would really wish.
That, on a matter of conscience or religion, is wrong —
very, very wrong.

Serving in the forces or working in a job in trying and
testing conditions can create great pressure. Even under
pressure, you must always be able to debate or argue,
accept each other’s differences and, afterwards, sit down
together and carry on amicably. That is being professional.
That is how it should be in the Chamber. For those who
cannot do that, that will always be their limitation.

| support the motion because it combines marriage
equality and the respect for the rights of the religious
institutions to define and practise marriage within their
beliefs. Marriage is not just a Christian institution but
one that crosses all religions and is also secular. Using
a definition such as civic union can make that institution
seem second class or second rate to some, especially
when legislating for their protections, responsibilities,
rights, obligations and the benefits of marriage. It is that
strong perception of a second-class citizen that needs to
be changed, which is why | support the motion.

Mr Lyttle: | welcome the opportunity to speak to the
motion, not least because it allows me to clarify and
respond to the DUP Westminster candidate in East Belfast,

who has quite underhandedly attempted to claim that my
colleagues and | have been pressurised on the issue.
Given that he has close knowledge of how intimidation,
threat and attack, inflamed by the DUP, has not
pressurised me or my colleagues one iota, | find it strange
that he purports to believe that party process would have
achieved otherwise. The only pressure that | put on myself
on the issue is my own belief and standards to live up to
my vocation. | will speak on behalf of the Alliance Party in
supporting the motion.

The Alliance Party is committed to delivering a shared
society for everyone based on religious and civil liberty
and equality for all, regardless of age, gender, disability,
race, ethnicity or sexual orientation, and to standing against
discrimination or stigmatisation of any kind. The Alliance
Party believes that state-provided services should be
available to all citizens. Civil marriage is a state-provided
service. It is differentiated from religious marriage in the
Marriage (Northern Ireland) Order 2003 and required by
that law to be secular in nature: that is, to have no religious
or spiritual basis. The Alliance Party, therefore, supports
the extension of state-provided civil marriage to same-sex
couples, provided robust legislative protection can uphold
the religious freedom of faith groups to define and practise
religious marriage as they determine.

Mr Dickson: Will the Member give way?
Mr Lyttle: Yes, | give way.

Mr Dickson: Will the Member join me in expressing
disappointment at the deployment of a petition of concern
today, particularly given the recent comments by the First
Minister that he feels that freer thought should be allowed
on some of these issues?

Mr Speaker: The Member has an extra minute.

Mr Lyttle: Yes, | agree. That point is well made. We
recognise, of course, that there is a wide range of
sincerely and strongly held views on the issue. There are
people who oppose the proposal because they believe that
it contravenes their faith. There are people who oppose it
because they believe that equality is afforded to same-sex
couples via civil partnerships. There are, however, many
people who support it because they believe that it is the
duty of the state to treat all citizens equally.

| am a Christian. | cherish the freedom of religion that |
have in a democracy to practise and communicate my
Christian faith and my belief that marriage is the voluntary
lifelong union of one man and one woman to the exclusion
of all others under God. | recognise that | do not always
live up to that faith and that many people do not agree with
my personal belief. That, however, is who | am. | believe,
therefore, that the religious freedom of people and groups
of faith to define and observe their understanding of
religious marriage should be upheld.

| believe in the kingdom of God on earth as it is in heaven,
but | believe that the principles of freedom of religion,
freedom from religion and equality for all citizens that
democracy affords provide the best framework in which
to build a safe, fair, shared and prosperous society under
government by the people. | also believe that freedom of
religion relies on freedom from religion. There is stark and
brutal historical and present-day evidence of how a lack
of freedom from religion has allowed the perversion of
religion to justify terror and totalitarian rule against people
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of all backgrounds, including Christians. | believe that the
application of these principles and a reading of the law on
the matter, in particular the Marriage (Northern Ireland)
Order 2003, support the extension of state-provided civil
marriage, regardless of sexual orientation and, therefore,
to same-sex couples.

1.15 pm

As | mentioned, the Marriage (Northern Ireland) Order
2003 makes a distinction between religious and civil
marriage. It is an explicit requirement of civil marriage
that it be conducted in a secular manner. The proposal is
that civil marriage be extended to all citizens, regardless
of sexual orientation; it is not the redefinition of religious
marriage.

Whilst | have my own faith and belief about marriage, | find
it reasonable that a person of same-sex orientation, which
is a legal sexual orientation in Northern Ireland, expects,
under the principles of democracy, equal access to state-
provided civil marriage. | also believe that, if the faith
groups’ ability to define and observe religious marriage
as they determine is upheld and shown to be a positive
experience of marriage, the aspects of that marriage that
they hold dear can survive and thrive. My aim has always
been to contribute to respectful and accurate dialogue on
this issue. | hope that my contribution has reflected that
aim and the Alliance Party commitment to equality and to
building a shared society for everyone in Northern Ireland.

In my remaining minute, may | extend my sincere thoughts
and prayers to Jim Wells and his wife for the health
challenges that they are facing? However, on behalf of the
Alliance Party, may | also make it clear that the comments
by the Health Minister, Jim Wells, in this recent week

were completely unacceptable, unsubstantiated and,
unfortunately, part of a wider pattern of DUP hostility to
equality for all citizens here in Northern Ireland? The DUP
leadership needs to make it clear where it stands on these
important matters. The Ulster Unionist Party leadership and
supporters who will be voting for DUP candidates in the
Westminster election need also to reflect on the credibility
of their support for that DUP approach to equality.

| support the motion.

Mr McCausland: Mr Speaker, this is the fourth time that
what is sometimes referred to as “same-sex marriage” has
been debated here in the Northern Ireland Assembly. All
the issues were analysed and debated at length during
those previous three debates, and, on each and every
occasion, the Assembly voted to retain the traditional
definition of marriage.

This is not an equality issue, although some people

try to present it in that way. Neither is it a human rights
issue, although some people attempt to present it in that
way. The European Convention on Human Rights does
not recognise what is called “same-sex marriage” as a
right, and member states have the right and, indeed, the
freedom not to redefine marriage in that way. It is really
about the nature, understanding and purpose of marriage.
It is an attempt to change the definition of marriage,
change the understanding of marriage, abandon the
traditional view of marriage and introduce a new one.

| believe that the traditional understanding of marriage,
which is also the biblical understanding, is the right one. A
marriage is a loving union between a man and a woman,

and it is foundational in the sense that so much else in
society depends upon it. It is also universal in that it has
existed throughout history, across human cultures, across
religions and around the world. Marriage is also beneficial
to individuals and society, and it is beneficial to wider
society in a variety of ways.

In this debate, and in the wider public discourse, we
should, to borrow a biblical phrase, speak the truth in love.
| speak, | believe, in love, but | also want to speak the
truth. Whatever we say on either side of the debate should
be spoken in love, and no one on either side should be
subjected to harassment or mistreatment. Whenever we
uphold the traditional and biblical definition of marriage in
our society, we do so out of a genuine belief that traditional
marriage is important, that marriage is good and that it is
beneficial to society.

The campaign to redefine marriage is an attempt to
change one of the fundamental institutions in our society,
and to change it for ever. We have been told that there
could be protection for Churches that might refuse to
perform same-sex ceremonies, but that is only one
point, as this is a much wider issue. Consider the impact
on Churches in Northern Ireland: Protestant Churches
and the Roman Catholic Church have reaffirmed their
commitment to traditional marriage. Apart from a tiny
handful of exceptions, that is the position across not only
Christian Churches but other religious faiths as well.
Across the religious spectrum, there is a consensus that
marriage is the union of a man and woman. Yes, there are
promises of protection, but, so often, such assurances
seem to evaporate over time. If our society alters the
meaning of marriage, that is what will happen.

Consider the impact, too, on those who work in registry
offices and that on many other businesses. That issue has
been highlighted in recent days. Consider the wider impact
on society. This is an attempt to change for ever the legal
definition of marriage for all of society: for not just those
who believe in the introduction of same-sex marriage but
all of us. Of course, some people argue that we are out

of step with the rest of the United Kingdom and that what
has happened in Great Britain should also happen here.
However, there are times when it is right to be different.

For all those reasons, | oppose the motion. | support the
retention of the traditional understanding and definition of
marriage and the current legal understanding of marriage
here in Northern Ireland.

Ms Fearon: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle.

It is a genuine honour for me today to be able to speak in
favour of extending the right of civil marriage to those who
are LGBT. | express at the outset my solidarity with my
comrades across the Twenty-six Counties who are fighting
for a “Yes” vote in the upcoming marriage referendum,
although I do not believe that we should be having to vote
in the first place, because, quite frankly, it should not be
an issue in 2015. We must make sure that the referendum
is won, because it is the right thing. This is, first and
foremost, about love, and love alone. | cannot begin to
imagine the elation of a young LGBT person waking up on
the morning after a “Yes” vote. | hope that, some day, we
can do that for all the people across this island.

| will briefly comment on the recent controversy around Jim
Wells. | will not say much, mostly because | do not want to
give more attention to his, in my opinion, disgusting views.
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The mask slipped, but it is important to remember that he
is not the only one wearing one. | take no confidence at

all from the DUP statement that there will be any attempt
to address the wider party prejudice. | think that that is a
real shame. We do not just need a change of Minister but a
change of mindset, and we need there to be respect.

Of course, today we will hear the DUP and others talk up
the benefit of a civil partnership and how that is more than
enough. As | have said before, you cannot be a bit equal to
someone: that is not how it works. Civil partnerships are not
enough. If we were being really honest here today, | would
say that it is not that you think that civil partnerships are
enough but that you think that they are already a step too far.

The motion respects the right of religious institutions

to define and practise marriage within their beliefs. |
understand and respect the fact that some people hold
sincere religious beliefs that mean a lot to them, but those
beliefs should not impact on a law that affects everyone.
Since when does religious freedom mean that you can
blatantly discriminate against fellow citizens? The very
concept of personal freedom means that, if we do not all
have it, none of us does.

Just the other day, | was speaking about the issue with
an elderly gentleman from my area who would describe
himself as a committed Christian. He said to me, “Megan,
the way | see it is that, if you are using the Bible to hate
people, you are using it wrong”. | thought that that was
quite a profound statement for him to make.

The motion is about civil marriage, and it is sad that |
already know that there will be all sorts of ridiculous
arguments made as a distraction from that throughout

the debate. | think that people should be careful with their
words, because what happens in here has a direct impact
on people’s lives out there. This is about dignity and
human rights. Gay and lesbian people do not want special
treatment. They do not want different rights from those that
straight people already have. They just want equality under
the law.

Adoption rights are another element of the wider debate.
The narrative that a child needs a man and a woman in
order to be raised properly is completely false. In reality,
all that a child needs is a loving home and environment in
which to grow up. My mum is from a single-parent family,
and | think that it is insulting to single-parent families
everywhere to say that a child needs a mother and a
father. In fact, it is insulting to all families to say that.

The sad reality is that, because of the intimidation that
they would face, there are people out there who would
rather not live than be openly themselves, and that is an
indictment of our entire society. We cannot stop until we
have achieved full legislative equality that extends the
same rights, privileges and protection to all. None of us
can judge or quantify true love. Sexuality is not a choice
and neither are the people that we love. We should let
people who love each other be together in the way that
other couples are able to: people such as my friends, some
of whom are here today.

Despite another abuse of the petition of concern from

the DUP, | encourage all progressively minded people

to do the right thing today, and support the motion. Of
course, we have to recognise that marriage is just one of
the many battles that need to be fought in the overall fight
for LGBT equality. We have seen blatant, often DUP-led

discrimination against the LGBT community in recent
times, whether it is the blood ban, adoption rights or the
so-called conscience clause. There is a long battle ahead
of us, and the reality is that those who will vote against this
today will be on the wrong side of history. In years to come,
when | am asked where | was during the fight for equal
rights, | will be more than proud to say that | was there.

Mrs Foster: | oppose the motion brought by Sinn Féin not
out of love and respect for the homosexual community

in Northern Ireland but for its own cynical party political
posturing. Comments from Chris Lytle are, of course, also
disgraceful, but some would say that that is more about his
party’s desperation in East Belfast than the debate in the
House today.

The motion is couched in the usual Sinn Féin-speak of
equality. The call for equality suggests that there are not
equal rights for gay people in relationships, and that is,
of course, factually wrong. We have civil partnerships

in Northern Ireland, which allow persons of the same
sex to acknowledge their commitment to each other in
relationships. Civil partners in Northern Ireland enjoy
the same rights as couples in a same-sex marriage in
England.

We should remember that Sinn Féin’s equality agenda
is not all that it would seem. It is a twisted logic brought
forward to demonise those who disagree with it. Any
motion from Sinn Féin on equality has to be put in

the context of their party president, Gerry Adams, in
Enniskillen a couple of months ago. | apologise to the
House for the use of foul language, but, referring to this
party, Mr Adams said that equality is being used as a
“Trojan Horse” to “break these bastards”. When it tried
to murder and bomb us into submission, the IRA did not
break this community, and it will not succeed in its false
equality agenda either. For that is what it is: false.

To the gay community, | say: “I respect you. In many
individual cases, you are my friends and | enjoy social
fellowship, but don’t allow Sinn Féin to suck you into their
agenda. Remember it is themselves alone. As apologists
for some of the most heinous crimes in Northern Ireland,
they have zero credibility to campaign on any issue of
equality.”

| know that many gay people have been subject to
homophobic attacks because they are in a minority. | know
what it is like to live as part of a minority community. | know
what it is like to be forced from my home because we did
not agree with the mainstream view in our neighbourhood.
| empathise with those victims of homophobic attacks.
Those are wrong on every level, just as my forced exodus
from my home at the age of eight was wrong. However,
you will not hear Sinn Féin campaigning for me and others
like me, because it sponsored such actions.

This is the fourth time that this motion has come to the
Assembly, and it causes distress every time. It causes
distress to those who support the institution of marriage.
Many have phoned, emailed or called with me, absolutely
distressed at the prospect of redefinition. Frankly, it also
causes distress to the LGBT community, as it raises
unrealistic expectations every time the motion comes back
to the House. Of course, Sinn Féin does not care that it
causes widespread distress; in fact, that adds to its day.

Finally, those who support marriage and oppose its
redefinition have been labelled “homophobic” by those in
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the House and outside it. Such an expression is, of course,
lazy politics and lazy journalism. Indeed, it is dangerous
politics and dangerous journalism. Unlike the party
opposite, | have a consistent record on opposing violence
against anyone, regardless of their sexuality, their race, or
their religious or political opinion. If respect and tolerance
are to be the order of the day, it is a two-way street. To

be clear, | and my party are willing to play our part, and |
hope that there are those in the LGBT community who are
willing to display respect and tolerance for those of us who
believe in marriage.

1.30 pm

Mr Hazzard: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle. |
welcome and support the motion.

Our society in the North has undoubtedly been rocked
over the weekend as a result of the actions and words of
the outgoing Health Minister, Jim Wells; but let me put on
record my genuine hope that Jim and his family take the
time over the next number of weeks to move on to a better
place for him and for the health of his wife.

We now need to hear from the DUP that it has not just
heard the huge backlash from local people but has listened
as well. The days of vilifying and attacking our LGBT
brothers and sisters are over. As communities across the
world modernise and look to sweep away any vestiges of
archaic discrimination and inequality, we, too, must look

to show leadership and legislate for equality on all issues
across all parts of society.

When | was graduating from university, the keynote
speaker told us to go forth and change society, that
oppositional voices would be strong but that the insatiable
desire for progress would ultimately win the day. He was
100% right. We will see marriage equality across this
island for our gay and lesbian brothers and sisters. There
is no doubt about that. It will not be today, and it will not
happen if we sit back and do nothing. It is why we continue
to champion the rights of our LGBT community and why
we continue to bring this motion to the Floor time and time
again. We will do so until we are blue in the face and until
it is successful.

Danny Kinahan belittled the motion as party politics but
went on to say that he had not really taken the time to
think about the issues before. That shows exactly why it
is important to bring the motion: it makes people have a
think. | also suggest that Danny talks to his party colleague
Harold McKee in south Down because Harold certainly
needs to take the time to think as well. That is why these
motions are very important. It is also why the marriage
referendum in the South is very important. It is another
welcome stage on the road to equality across this island,
and | look forward to being able to campaign with my
comrades in the South once the Westminster campaign is
over in a couple of weeks.

Nelson McCausland said that he is wedded to the
traditional and original concept of marriage, but even a
cursory glance at the evolution of the definition of marriage
will show that it has changed throughout the ages. | know
that Nelson is not the biggest fan of evolution, but surely,

if we keep bringing this message back, the progressive
voices in the party will come to the fore; people like Pam
Cameron, who stood up and realised that Jim Wells was
wrong and distanced herself from those comments. We

need to see more progressive voices from the DUP to
stand up for our brothers and sisters.

Mr Allister: Will the Member give way?
Mr Hazzard: Yes, | will give way. Go ahead.

Mr Allister: | have listened with interest to the Member.
Does that mean that, by the same token, he condemns and
rejects that which the archbishop of the Catholic Church,
Archbishop Eamon Martin, wrote to Assembly Members

in respect of this debate? He very carefully points out

that the motion on same-sex marriage undermines a key
foundation of the common good. He says:

“We say this both as a matter of human reason and
of religious conviction. We believe that the union

of a ‘man and a woman’ in marriage open to the
procreation of children is a gift from God who created
us male and female”.

Mr Speaker: Order.
Mr Allister: He goes on to say that —
Mr Speaker: Order.

Mr Allister: — it is an abuse of equality law to talk in equal
terms.

Mr Speaker: Order. Interventions should be short. You
know that.

Mr Allister: Does he also repudiate the archbishop?
Mr Speaker: Order.

Mr Hazzard: | thank the Member for his intervention. | tend
not to reply to statements, but it is a welcome development
to see the Member sticking up for the rights of the Catholic
Church and being so interested in its press releases.

The bishop has every right to comment on this. | do not
agree with what the bishop said on the matter. We are
dealing today specifically with civil marriage. A number

of people have touched on that. | am not saying that the
bishop was doing this, but various parties in this Chamber
tend to resort to weaponising scripture when it comes to
these debates. | think that it is a retreat into the world of
scripture. | do not think that it does anything to help them.
They know that there is no empirical evidence to back up
their case so they resort back to text that is thousands of
years old, they distort the meaning of it in various ways,
and they saturate society with twisted logic that does
nothing but hold us back.

Finally, | want to touch on the issue of how this would
redefine marriage. It is a complete fallacy. The suffragettes
did not redefine voting practices. You only have to look
around this Building to see that there are still not enough
women in politics. The black Americans did not redefine
how we eat out; they only wanted a seat at the table, and
our lesbian, gay and bisexual community only want a seat
at the table of marriage. They do not want to redefine it;
they simply want a piece of the cake.

Mr Kennedy: At the outset, | want to make it plain that

| oppose the motion. This is yet another debate — the
fourth — on this issue in a very short time. It is very clear
to everyone today that the decision of this House will not
change, not least as a consequence of the petition of
concern tabled. | say to the sponsors of the motion that
they are guilty of engaging in a highly cynical political
exercise and, undoubtedly, an electoral exercise that
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will be of absolutely no benefit to any section of our
community, least of all the LGBT community, which is
being deliberately used by Sinn Féin for perceived political
advantage.

| choose to speak not as a Minister or, indeed, on behalf
of the Ulster Unionist Party. The House will know that my
party believes that issues of this nature are matters of
personal conscience. Therefore, although called as an
Ulster Unionist, | speak in a personal capacity, and it is a
matter of regret that Members from all political parties are
not allowed the liberty to speak freely according to their
conscience on this issue.

In previous debates on this matter, | made clear my
opposition to any change in the current legislation in
order to allow for same-sex marriage. That remains my
position. It is a position based on my religious beliefs

and is consistent with the teaching of my Church — the
Presbyterian Church — and also the publicly expressed
views of other Churches, including, as we have heard, the
Roman Catholic Church and the Church of Ireland. Finally,
it is a position that | believe is fundamentally consistent
with the teaching of holy scripture. What is of importance
to me in this debate is not the teaching of any Church but
the teaching of scripture itself. It is clear to me and my
understanding of scripture that there should be no change
in the current situation.

In past debates on this subject, | have highlighted my clear
view on the clear differences that exist in the teachings of
the Church and the law of the land as both define marriage.
The separation of church and state, therefore, becomes

of extreme importance. The state has no right to dictate
the terms of religious marriage to the Church. The state
has created the mechanisms under which same-sex civil
partnerships can be enacted with protections under the law
which, in most cases, are equivalent to the responsibilities,
rights, obligations and benefits enjoyed by married
heterosexual couples. In my view, it is neither sensible

nor desirable to allow the state to interfere in the religious
institution of marriage simply for political convenience.

Redefining marriage would have far-reaching
consequences for our entire society. Furthermore, | do
not believe that there is widespread public support in
Northern Ireland for such a proposal. In holding my view,
| do not believe that | should be regarded as homophobic,
and, indeed, any suggestion would offend and abhor me.
| do not disparage people in the LGBT community, many
of whom | count as personal friends, nor is it my role or
practice to be judgemental, but for the reasons that | have
set out, which are personal and deeply held convictions
that | cannot and will not set aside, | remain opposed to
this proposal.

Mr Attwood: Save for Jim Wells's colleagues in the DUP,

| am probably one of those who has known him, in the
political world, for longest because we were at college in
Queen’s together 35 years ago. My sense of the man is
that, just as he carried his responsibilities as Health Minister
heavily, | think that, in the last couple of days, he has
probably carried the issue that has arisen heavily. For those
reasons, whilst | think that the decision is the right one, |
convey to him and his family my personal good wishes.

| will make a number of points about this issue. If there is
one thing that we should draw from the last two or three
days, the last two or three months or the last two or three

years and decades, it is this: if our society is not based
on respectful relationships, we end up in a situation of not
just disrespect but of division and denial. If this debate is
meant to mean anything, in the context of the last number
of days and in the context of all our learning over the last
number of decades, it shows that, if the issue and all the
other issues that crowd in on our society are not based
on respectful relationships, we end up ill-serving our
community and our society. You can see that across the
full range of political and policy issues that we face at the
moment and that we will face after the election, not least
in the resolution of the parades disputes. The one thing
that we have to conclude from all of this is that all these
debates have to be informed by an approach that is about
respectful relationships. Otherwise, difference is forced to
the point of division, and people’s rights are forced to the
point of denial.

A number of years ago, | read a book that argued that the
future of Ireland had to move away from what it referred to as:

“the bloodlines of ethnicity to the lifelines of human
rights”.

| do not completely agree with that analysis because |
believe that our different backgrounds are part of the
richness and diversity of this island, but | agree with the
argument that the society that we have to create here and
elsewhere has to be based around the “lifelines of human
rights”. That is the approach that the SDLP takes to this
issue. Articles 12 and 14 of the European Convention on
Human Rights have been interpreted judicially in relation
to equal marriage, so they should be the template and the
standard that we uphold. However, in so doing, | confirm
the words of my colleague from Derry Mr Eastwood that
recognising equal marriage can be accommodated in a
way that also recognises moral tenets and the theological
and faith views of many in our community. | say to the DUP
that, in making those arguments, this is not a temporary
response; it is a permanent guarantee going forward.

| express some regret about the contribution made by the
proposer of the motion. We are a party that comes from
the tradition of democratic dissent: it is at the heart of what
was created through democratic struggle in this part of the
island of Ireland after all the years of inequality. Dissent

is part of our creed, and we welcome and encourage it,
unlike her party. That dissent on issues of freedom of
conscience means that our party allows people not to vote
in favour of equal marriage. Our party upholds the right of
dissent on an issue of conscience.

1.45 pm

Finally, to be talked to in this Chamber about the denial of
rights of others, when people in our society were denied
rights because of the uniform they wore —

Mr Speaker: Order. The Member’s time is up. | am sorry.
Mr Attwood: — their religion or their politics —

Mr Speaker: The Member’s time is up, please. | am on my
feet.

Mr Attwood: — is utter hypocrisy.

Mr Speaker: | call the Minister. We just have time before
Question Time, if that would help.
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Mr Hamilton (The Minister of Finance and Personnel):
Thank you, Mr Speaker. | join with the many contributors
who wished Jim Wells and his wife well at this difficult
time for them and their wider family. | would, however,

go further than many and condemn the vile personal
abuse and threats that he and his family have received,
particularly on social media, in the last number of days.

The baseball commentator Yogi Berra once famously said:
“It’s like déja vu all over again.”

| know how he felt. This is the fourth time this subject has
been debated in this Assembly term, and it is déja vu all
over again. Effectively, it is the same motion, tabled by the
same people, with the same MLAs speaking, saying the
same things, with most probably the same outcome.

| note that the call to action in the motion is directed at the
Executive as a whole. However, as the subject falls within
the remit of my Department, | agreed to respond. In saying
that | believe that this motion will suffer the same fate as
the three previous motions, | am not seeking to be curt

or dismissive. | am merely recognising the fact that most
Members have voted, and will continue to vote, according
to their conscience, no matter how much pressure is
brought to bear.

There would appear to be a view that claims of inequality,
if repeated often enough, will inevitably succeed. When
the last motion was debated, on 29 April 2014, there

was talk of second-class citizens, marginalisation and
discrimination. The reality is, | am happy to say, somewhat
different from the rhetoric. Same-sex couples in Northern
Ireland are not denied the opportunity to live in a loving,
secure, stable and permanent relationship with all the
protections and benefits that such a relationship can bring.
They can do just that by entering into a civil partnership,
and many have.

If you choose to focus on negative concepts, such as
marginalisation and discrimination, you will inevitably lower
self-esteem and create unnecessary divisions. Different
approaches are not lesser or discriminatory, and it is
wrong to imply that a civil partnership is an inferior status.
Our marriage law recognises the unique relationship
between a man and a woman, just as our law on civil
partnerships recognises the unique relationship between
two people of the same sex.

Those who criticise civil partnerships are quick to suggest
that other jurisdictions have a greater respect for diversity
because they have introduced same-sex marriage. However,
such suggestions should not be taken at face value as
same-sex marriage in some jurisdictions has not resulted in
certain restrictions being lifted for same-sex couples. Such
restrictions are not, of course, highlighted because they
undermine the arguments that some prefer to present.

Critics are also quick to suggest that Northern Ireland
must introduce same-sex marriage because the other
constituent jurisdictions of the United Kingdom have done
so. However, the position in the UK is by no means unique,
and other jurisdictions, such as the United States, New
Zealand and the Netherlands, have territories that have
not introduced same-sex marriage. Furthermore, Northern
Ireland is not alone in the world in not having legislated for
same-sex marriage. There are close to 200 countries in
the world; only 17 allow same-sex marriage. A further 30,
of which we are one, have civil partnerships with similar

protections. Notable countries that have not approved
same-sex marriage include Australia, Germany and ltaly,
and it is the same in one third of the states in the US.
The list of countries that have not introduced same-sex
marriage is much longer than the list that have.

Some states now provide for same-sex marriage following
a democratic vote or judicial ruling, and | respect the
position in those states. Next month, the Republic of Ireland
will decide whether it wants to amend its constitution to
allow for same-sex marriage. Again, | will respect the
outcome in that jurisdiction. However, comparisons with
other jurisdictions are, ultimately, of limited value. This
Assembly does not, and should not, simply align itself with
other legislatures. It has a duty to question, challenge,
probe and produce laws that take account of the needs and
interests of all our citizens. A major reason why we have
devolution is so that we can have different laws from other
parts of the United Kingdom to suit the views of the people
of Northern Ireland and our circumstances.

The argument for the motion and a redefinition of marriage
is, again, grounded in equality. This, however, is not an
equality issue. People in Northern Ireland have an equal
opportunity to enter into a committed relationship with all the
benefits that that entails. Opposite-sex couples can do that
through marriage, and same-sex couples can do it through
civil partnerships. It has been acknowledged that a same-
sex marriage in England and Wales confers the same — not
different, not more, but the same — benefits as a same-sex
civil partnership. Equality, therefore, is not the issue.

Article 16 of the United Nations Universal Declaration

of Human Rights, as upheld by the UN Human Rights
Committee, defends a traditional view of marriage. In
European law, article 12 of the European Convention

on Human Rights also upholds that definition, and the
European Court of Human Rights has deemed the
definition of marriage to be not a matter of equality but a
matter for individual state law. The Northern Ireland Human
Rights Commission highlighted that the international
treaties protect the right to marry but has conceded:

“The restriction of marriage to opposite-sex couples
does not violate the international standards and this

is clear from both the International treaties and the
Jurisprudence of the European Court of Human Rights
and the United Nations Human Rights Committee.”

It is clear, therefore, that the United Nations, Europe and
our own Human Rights Commission all agree that this is
not an issue of equality.

The motion uses the language of religious tolerance, and
it suggests that suitable protections can be afforded to
people of faith. However, the proposed protections relate
only to the clergy and religious organisations. There is
no offer to protect the religious beliefs of others, such as
teachers or registrars.

There is a tendency to portray opposition to same-sex
marriage as evidence of an underlying animus toward
the lesbian and gay community, and that is wholly unjust.
As | have said in the House, opposition to same-sex
marriage is not grounded on opposition to any particular
type of relationship but on support for the traditional,
long-standing, centuries-old definition of marriage and

a genuine belief that our current legislative framework
achieves a fair balance between the competing interests.
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In all the correspondence that | received in advance of this
debate from those opposing a redefinition of marriage,
which far outweighed any correspondence in favour,

none of the language used by good people from across
this country has been nasty, bitter or aimed personally

at members of the gay and lesbian community. However,
those people are often painted and portrayed as bigots

by those who, ironically, want to redefine marriage on the
basis of tolerance. | have said this before in the House,
but it is worth repeating: | was always taught that tolerance
was when you disagreed with people but respected

their right to have a different position to you. Today,
unfortunately, it seems that, for some, when you fail to fall
in line with their thinking, you are the intolerant one.

Opposing a redefinition of marriage is not bigotry, narrow-
mindedness or even intolerance. It is a view held by many
— quite possibly, the majority — in Northern Ireland.
Those people are members of the Presbyterian Church,
the Catholic Church and no Church at all. They are
Members on all sides and in all corners of the House. As
we debate the issue in this place and outside, whether for
or against, the true meaning of tolerance should be at the
forefront of our minds and reflected in the language that
we use. | oppose the motion.

Mr Allister: On a point of order, Mr Speaker. Can the
House have an explanation as to why it appears that the
90 minutes allocated for this debate will not be utilised?
Why, in the calling of Members, if my mathematics is
correct, were twice as many people called to speak in
favour of the motion as to oppose it?

Mr Speaker: There are two points. The Minister was
called when there were barely the 15 minutes left that he
was entitled to to respond to the debate. In the debate,
there were contributions from people speaking against the
motion and from those speaking for the motion. To that
extent, it was a balanced discussion.

The House will now take its ease until after Question Time.
The first person to speak after Question Time will be Daithi
McKay to make a winding-up speech on the debate.

Mr B McCrea: On a point of order, Mr Speaker, under
Standing Order 17. | understand that this is a cross-
community debate and that the vote will be taken on that
basis. | respectfully draw your attention to the fact that only
one unionist spoke in favour of the motion and quite a few
spoke against it. | would have preferred to have had the
opportunity to add to the balance of the debate.

Mr Speaker: | have considerable sympathy for the position.
Indeed, there are a few Members who had their name down
for the debate whom | would love to have had the time to
bring in, because | think that they would have added to

the value of the debate. However, | have to work with the
Business Committee’s decision. It allocated 90 minutes
and allowed 15 minutes for a response from the Minister.

It allowed 10 minutes to propose and 10 minutes to make

a winding-up speech, and every other Member called

to speak was given a five-minute slot, which included
interventions. Some Members did not use the entire five
minutes, and some abused the privilege and spoke for
longer than the five minutes, despite my efforts to move
them along because | was anxious to include those who
had taken the time to put their names on the list. | have to
apologise that that was not possible in the debate.

The debate stood suspended.

2.00 pm

Oral Answers to Questions

Office of the First Minister and
deputy First Minister

Racial Equality Strategy

1. Mr Swann asked the First Minister and deputy First
Minister what steps are being taken to bring forward a
racial equality strategy. (AQO 8004/11-15)

Mr P Robinson (The First Minister): Mr Speaker, with
your permission, | will ask junior Minister Jonathan Bell to
answer the question.

Mr Bell (Junior Minister, Office of the First Minister
and deputy First Minister): Racial equality and good
race relations remain key goals for the Department.
Recent race hate attacks are a brutal reminder that we
need to strive to achieve those goals and not to take
them for granted. Attacks, whilst relatively few in number,
cause fear, alarm and despondency among our minority
communities. They shame all of us, yet they reinforce our
determination to create a society that allows people of all
backgrounds to live here in peace and to be treated with
respect and dignity.

We are working on a strategy that will genuinely tackle the
barriers that stand in the way of people feeling that they
belong here. We received a large number of responses

to last year’s 16-week public consultation. We had 97
written responses from groups and individuals and 303
requests for consideration of specific strategies for Roma
and for Traveller people. Forty-nine online questionnaires
were completed, and we had feedback from six public
meetings and other meetings with academics, trade unions
and other key stakeholders. The analysis of all of that is
being finalised, and officials have met a large number

of representatives of the sector to hear further reflection
and input and to clarify what the key issues are. That
engagement, along with the analysis of the consultation
responses, will inform the final strategy. In conclusion,

we want to produce a strategy that embodies both the
aspirations and the everyday needs of the families and
individuals who have come to live here and who have
contributed so much to our community.

Mr Swann: | thank the Minister for his response and agree
with him that we should all be ashamed of attacks where
they happen in our community. Does he agree that the
absence of such a strategy is a hindrance to the efforts to
combat this type of intolerance? Can he update the House
on when, he thinks, a strategy will be published?

Mr Bell: There are pieces of work under way with the
sector. | am not sure that the people perpetrating the
attacks are necessarily looking to a strategy for the

reason why they behave in such an abhorrent way. We
have sought to meet the groups concerned. We have
listened carefully to their needs and aspirations. There is
tremendous local work going on across Northern Ireland,
specifically in our communities, to make this a welcoming
place. It is vital that all those voices are brought together to
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deliver a strategy that delivers most for those for whom it is
intended. We will not be found wanting in producing that.

Mr Spratt: | thank the Minister for his answer. He will
be aware that South Belfast has some good examples
of community engagement on race issues. What work
is being done to improve and increase engagement
throughout communities on race issues?

Mr Bell: The Member is correct: there is some tremendous
work being done right across Belfast, specifically in the
South Belfast area.

| look to the Belfast Mela as a key example of how the
Indian community has led the way in bringing in the many
other cultures that represent so much, have contributed so
much, have put so much into the economy and have made
a net gain contribution from the minority ethnic sector to
our economy and our society. It has made us the diverse
and rich society that we are. When [ first went to the
Belfast Mela in, | think, August 2011, | was overwhelmed
by the numbers present. Yet, year on year, the numbers
are getting bigger, and the involvement by the whole
community, from right across Belfast, is now so strong that
you have to queue for a long time to g