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NORTHERN IRELAND
ASSEMBLY

Monday 13 October 2008

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

Members observed two minutes’ silence.

MATTERS OF THE DAY
Stevenson and Company, Cullybackey

Mr Speaker: Mr Mervyn Storey has sought leave to
make a statement on a matter that fulfils the criteria set
out in Standing Order 24. I shall call Mr Storey to
speak for up to three minutes on the subject. I will then
call other Members from the constituency of North
Antrim, as agreed with party Whips. Those Members
will also have up to three minutes in which to speak.
There will be no opportunity for interventions, for
questions or for a vote on the matter. I will not take
any points of order until the item of business has been
concluded. If that is clear, we shall proceed.

Mr Storey: Members will have seen on television,
or read in news reports over the weekend, of the
proposed closure of Stevenson and Company, who are
pork processors in Cullybackey in my North Antrim
constituency. The business has been in operation since
1850 and has been located at the Cullybackey site
since the 1980s. It had previously been located, and
had its genesis, in Ballymoney.

Such a closure would be a blow at any time, but, in
the current economic climate, it will be a major blow,
not only for North Antrim but for the entire Northern
Ireland pig industry. Recently, the costs of producing
food have risen sharply. Trading costs for the Stevenson
plant have risen by more than £4,500 a week; electricity
costs have risen by around 40%; and the cost of oil has
risen by around 37%. Indeed, businesses in Northern
Ireland have the highest electricity costs of anywhere
in the United Kingdom. Although a larger company
may be able to absorb those costs for a longer time,
small processors such as Stevenson’s simply cannot
bear that kind of cost.

I have had discussions today with Mr Hamill and
other representatives from the company, and also with
the Minister of Enterprise, Trade and Investment,

Arlene Foster. [ appreciate the time that she gave to the
company this morning to facilitate that meeting.

The Minister has assured me that if her Department
can do anything to help the company, it will do so. We,
alongside our colleagues in the House and the
constituency, will continue to do all that we can to
ensure that all the options for the future are considered.
I hope that all is not lost, and I am certainly doing all
that I can to find an alternative way forward.

I hope that I speak for all sides of the House when I
say that our thoughts are with those people who face
the prospect of job losses at this particularly worrying
time. For families, the situation is immensely stressful.
Many of the families affected live in the immediate
vicinity of the plant, but others live further afield, too.

We should also be concerned about the wider effects
on the pig industry in Northern Ireland. At a time such
as this, I would have thought that the Minister of
Agriculture and Rural Development would be prepared
to meet with her Executive colleagues. Unfortunately,
her party’s priorities seem to lie elsewhere. The
devolution of any other issue, or the consideration of
any other political matter, is cold comfort to the
families in my North Antrim constituency who face the
prospect of job losses. I hope that such events will help
to focus everybody’s minds, time and talent on the
realities that face Northern Ireland.

Mr McKay: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Comihairle. I thank Mr Storey for bringing this issue to
the Assembly’s attention. I echo his comment that the
news of the proposed closure of Stevenson and Co is
devastating, not only for North Antrim, but for the pig
industry as a whole. Utmost in our minds are those
families who will be so badly affected by its closure,
particularly in the run-up to Christmas.

The company has announced that it may close as a
result of rising overheads, and we are all well aware of
the recent huge increases in the price of electricity and
oil. The Ulster Farmers’ Union has highlighted the
problem that is facing not only producers, but farmers:
the cost of producing food is rising dramatically. Farm
produce, such as pork, is being sold at a discount in the
supermarkets in reaction to the credit crunch that
consumers are facing. However, there is not enough
revenue to cover the farmers’, or, indeed, producers’ costs.

The announcement that the company is to close is
clearly devastating for those who live in its immediate
vicinity. However, it should also sound a warning bell
to other players in the pig industry and to farmers in
general. We must take cognisance of that fact. [ am
sure that all Ministers, including the Minister of
Enterprise, Trade and Investment and the Minister of
Agriculture and Rural Development, will consider the
situation and do their utmost to help those affected by
it. Go raibh maith agat.
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Rev Dr Robert Coulter: I congratulate Mr Storey
for bringing this matter to the House. The current
credit crunch has taught us a great many lessons that
we would perhaps have preferred not to learn; chief
among them being the fact that it is nearly always
preferable to keep an enterprise open than to close it
down. I deeply regret the proposed closure of
Stevenson and Co, a very old firm that has done so
much for the economy of mid-Antrim for so many
years. The company has weathered many an economic
storm: there have been many times when it found it
difficult to carry on, but it always did so, until now.

I have learnt from conversations with the firm’s
managers that the business was not brought to crisis
point by one single issue; rather many economic
pressures have led to this conclusion. I am also very
sorry that the closure will happen in the mouth of
Christmas, as Mr McKay said. I fully understand the
reasons behind the firm’s decisions, and the firm and its
workers have my deepest sympathy as they face this crisis.

We must all work together — this is not a time for
one person or one party to be left to carry the burden.
There must be an urgent reassessment of the margins
for pig producers because the firm’s closure will have
a domino effect. In addition to the firm’s owners,
management and workers, it will affect farm workers,
families and local shops.

The standard reaction of people to whom I have
spoken in the last few days — in person and on the
telephone at my home and office — is a lack of
confidence in the Assembly. To put it bluntly, they are
asking whether we are going to continue to make a pig
or an ass of ourselves while people go to the wall. It is
time for us to be realistic and to work together for the
benefit of our people.

Some Members: Hear, hear.

Mr O’Loan: I thank Mr Mervyn Storey for bringing
this matter to the attention of the Assembly. I assure
him that his words about the unfortunate likely total
closure of the Stevenson factory in Cullybackey have
the support of the entire Assembly. The serious
concerns that have been raised are about the 100 jobs
that could be lost, the hardship for those individuals
and their families, and the economic blow to the local
area due to the loss of wages and salaries.

As has been said, among the reasons for the closure
is the serious rise in energy costs. Indeed, that is a
worry for the entire industrial sector. In addition to the
direct consequences of the closure for the factory’s
workers, management and owners, there are serious
consequences for local pig farmers who will not
necessarily be able to find alternative outlets for their
produce. That is a great worry.

I encourage all the agencies that have a role in the
orderly rundown of the Stevenson plant — and all

those who can make a contribution to the economic
continuity of the agricultural sector, and other sectors
in that area — to do everything that they can to help in
a very difficult situation.

Rev Dr lan Paisley: I am sure that all of us are
worried about the proposed closure of the Stevenson
plant in the Ballymena area. However, it is a proposed
closure. I am glad that representations to the Minister
of Enterprise, Trade and Investment are continuing,
and it may be that the company can be sustained under
a different ownership.

Members should do everything in their power to
prevent the closure of the Stevenson factory, and I
believe that Members for North Antrim will make that
effort. It would be a good victory for us all if the plant
were kept open. That would provide encouragement to
every part of the constituency and, indeed, to every
part of Northern Ireland. There is unity among the
representatives of the area and those from outside. I
trust that today’s short debate will help the situation.

As the Member of Parliament for the area, I will
push as hard as I possibly can to achieve the
continuation of the factory, albeit under different
management. The present management is very keen for
the factory to be saved; there is no selfishness in their
minds or hearts. That is a good thing, because only a
united approach can save the factory. I hope that this
debate is heeded by the powers that be, and that the
decision will be changed.

12.15 pm

A word of warning — in the present situation there
will be more bad news such as this. The economy is
bankrupt. Without a change of attitude, all the mending
skills in the world will not alter that. Everybody must
co-operate as much as possible, in unity, in order to
stave off disaster.
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Community Use of Schools Premises Bill

First Stage

Mr McNarry: I beg to introduce the Community
Use of Schools Premises Bill [NIA 1/08], which is a
Bill to make provision for community use of school
premises.

Bill passed First Stage and ordered to be printed.

Mr Speaker: The Bill will be put on the list of future
business until a date for its Second Stage is determined.

Regulation of Private Landlords

Mr Speaker: I remind Members of the
requirements of Standing Order 69 in relation to the
declaration of any interest relevant to a debate.

The Business Committee agreed, at its meeting on
Tuesday 7 October, that, where two or more
amendments to a motion are sclected, an extra 15
minutes will be added to the length of the debate. The
basis for that decision was to ensure that other
Members who wished to be called were not unduly
impacted upon by the time taken to move and wind up
multiple amendments. Up to one hour and 45 minutes
will, therefore, be allocated for the debate. The
proposer will have 10 minutes to propose the motion
and 10 minutes to wind up. All other Members will
have five minutes. Two amendments have been
selected and published on the Marshalled List. The
proposer of each amendment will have 10 minutes to
propose and five minutes to wind up.

Mr F McCann: | beg to move

That this Assembly calls on the Minister for Social Development
to bring forward a proposal for legislation on the regulation of
private landlords.

I accept both amendments, because their intent is in
keeping with the spirit of the motion.

A Cheann Combhairle agus a chaired. I brought a
similar motion on the registration of private landlords
to this House more than a year ago. After that motion
won Members’ support, I firmly believed that the
Minister for Social Development would introduce
legislation that would make it mandatory for landlords
in the private-rented sector to register. However, for
reasons that are baffling — and despite the fact that the
previous motion was given full support in this
Chamber, including the support of the Minister and her
party — that has not been the case.

What have been the consequences to tenants of the
Minister’s failure and her reluctance to legislate for the
sentiments of the motion passed in October 2007?
Many tenants in the private-rented sector have been
illegally evicted from their homes or cheated out of
their deposits. Other tenants have been intimidated by
landlords who told them that complaining about
deplorable living conditions would lead to their being
left on the streets.

Sinn Féin has long recognised that many landlords
in the private-rented sector play a major role in the
provision of decent housing for their tenants. It is
accepted that many in the private sector provide
excellent accommodation. However, while many in
that sector recognise the existence of bad landlords,
they disagree about how they should be regulated. Nor
is it agreed that there are too many landlords providing
poor units of accommodation. The best way forward
that was suggested by the private-rented sector was to
allow the market to regulate it. In light of recent events
in relation to the global credit crisis, surely there are
clear indications that the market is not capable of
regulating any sector.

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

We have also raised concerns about the role of some
estate agents in the private-rented sector. Some agents
have changed their charging arrangements from
monthly to four-weekly payments so that they can
extract an extra four weeks’ rent over the calendar
year. That is gross manipulation of tenants, many of
whom cannot afford to pay the additional money and
go into debt to do so. It amounts to an attack on the
neediest people in our society.

The continuous problem of landlords charging rent
that is substantially higher than the housing benefit
rate for particular areas forces many people into debt,
and that practice is widespread. There are mechanisms
in place for people to make complaints, but most
people will not complain because of threats of violence
or eviction. For many people it is better to suffer than
to sleep on the streets.

In a question for written answer to the Minister for
Social Development, the Member for North Belfast
Fred Cobain asked how many enforcement orders had
been brought against landlords under the Private
Tenancies Order 2006. The reply stated that district
councils are proactive in carrying out their
responsibilities, with one enforcement case in Ards,
two in Ballymoney, 13 in Banbridge, 42 in Belfast, 14
in Carrickfergus, five in Castlereagh, three in
Craigavon, one in Down, one in Dungannon and three
in Newtownabbey. There was no mention of the other
councils across the North, but that is the standard
under which those councils have operated. Many other
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landlords lease houses that are in poor condition but
have not been inspected.

Sinn Féin does not distinguish between landlords
who provide accommodation in houses in multiple
occupation (HMO) and landlords in the private-rented
sector. Many landlords supply houses to both sectors,
therefore, the whole sector must be regulated by the
same legislation.

In a recent consultation document, the Housing
Executive said:
“Out of 134 statutory notices served on HMOs in Dungannon 49

(36%) were abated by the landlord moving the tenants ... to
unknown destinations.”

The document went on to state that although the
Housing (Management of Houses in Multiple
Occupation) Regulations 1993 require landlords to
provide managers of schemes to pass on relevant
information, there is no incentive in the regulations to
make them do so.

Some landlords ignore the system; therefore, strong
legislation, such as mandatory registration, is required
for the entire private-rented sector, as it is the only
effective way of dealing with those landlords.

The same document stated that 11% of HMOs in
south Belfast were unfit for human habitation, as were
17% in north Belfast, 2% in Coleraine and 13% in
Derry. The document further stated that, given that
there are thousands of unregistered HMOs, those
figures are actually far worse. In my constituency of
West Belfast, it is not known how many of those
houses exist. In fact, the private-rented sector has
grown in West Belfast to such an extent that it is
undermining the social fabric of many districts. Many
properties are in poor condition, and we have all heard
the horror stories about houses in bad states of repair. |
am sure that many Members have dealt with such
issues as antisocial tenants being forced on local
residents, and residents’ complaints that have gone
unheeded by landlords who do not care because they
are getting the high rents demanded.

I have spoken to many people in the housing sector
and in local government who have said that those
problems are but a drop in the ocean. Without stronger
powers and mandatory registration, their ability to deal
with those problems is being seriously undermined. It
is difficult to comprehend why the Minister is reluctant
to implement the necessary legislation, as tens of
millions of pounds in housing benefit is paid to
landlords every year.

In the past, it has been intimated that the remit of
the private-rented sector is to be widened to allow
more people to move into the sector, especially given
the lack of social housing. For many people, moving to
the private-rented sector is seen as a last resort, and,
with no regulation to protect tenants, they will be

condemned to living at the mercy of many
unscrupulous landlords. All available information
points to mandatory registration as the only weapon
available to ensure that tenants are protected.

We ask the Minister to commit to introducing
legislation that will allow some control over the
private-rented sector and make it mandatory that all
landlords be registered. Sinn Féin proposes that, in
order to make mandatory registration effective, the
legislation must contain measures that ensure
compliance and impose strong penalties for non-
compliance. We ask the Assembly to support the
motion in order that we may send a clear message to
the victims of unscrupulous landlords that we are no
longer prepared to accept this deplorable situation.

Mr Simpson: I beg to move amendment No 1:
Leave out all after “Assembly” and insert

“recognises the intention of the Minister for Social Development
to bring forward legislation to regulate private landlords; and calls
on the Minister to ensure that these regulations will tackle unfitness

in the sector, whilst ensuring that unnecessary bureaucracy is
avoided.”

I declare an interest as a very good landlord, in a
very small way.

I support the amendment that stands in my name
and that of my colleagues. The motion is in need of
two things: first, it and its sponsors must be challenged;
and, secondly, the motion needs to be amended.

The motion was tabled by three Sinn Féin MLAs.
Given the fact that those three Sinn Féin MLAs felt so
exercised about the issue that they tabled the motion, I
imagine that they want people to believe that the
matter is of pressing importance to them and that it is
one of their priorities. That is interesting, given where
we are as an Assembly at present, and given their party
leader’s recent foot-stamping as he desperately tries to
appear relevant to a world that has passed him by.

The following question must be asked: if the Minister
for Social Development were to introduce legislation
tomorrow, would the three Sinn Féin MLAS’ attachment
to the issue be enough for them to urge their colleagues
to attend an Executive meeting to approve its intro-
duction? There is absolutely no point in Members
tabling motion after motion, calling for Minister after
Minister to take action after action, only for them to
then say that they will not go along to discuss the
possible introduction of legislation on the subject.

For a community that is well used to Sinn Féin
hypocrisy and double standards, to say that this is one
of that party’s more obvious and less convincing motions
is really saying something. Then again, | may be being
unkind to the three MLAs. Perhaps the new Sinn Féin
policy is government by urgent procedure. Perhaps that
is the brave new world into which Mr Adams is leading
his party — time will tell. Either way, the real question
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that hangs over the motion is not one for the Minister or
any other party in the Chamber to answer but one for the
three Members who tabled it and their party to answer.

It is clear that the motion should be amended. Our
amendment embraces all the essential ingredients
needed for a debate on the regulation of private
landlords. The Minister for Social Development is to
introduce legislation. Draft proposals are to be put out
for consultation by March 2009. We welcome that
commitment. Of course, the three Sinn Féin Members
in whose name the motion stands already know that,
or, at least, they should know it, which again —

Mr F McCann: Will the Member give way?

Mr Simpson: No, [ will not give way. Serious doubt
is cast over the motion’s real intent. Our amendment
also highlights two pressing requirements: the
legislation must incorporate a way in which to tackle
landlords’ responsibilities for housing unfitness; and it
must ensure that unnecessary bureaucracy is avoided.

12.30 pm

Some issues of concern are the registration of
private landlords; the general fitness of a premises for
human habitation; the resolution of tenancy disputes;
prompt repairs; how, when, and how often rents can be
increased; the length of contract; notice to quit; and the
protection of tenancy deposits. There are also issues to
do with training landlords on their rights and on those
of tenants. Those matters are all of huge importance to
anyone who has entered into a private-rented
agreement, or who is about to do so.

There are also issues regarding landlords’ rights in
dealing with the small minority of problem tenants;
however, time will not allow for a full discussion of
those matters. At the beginning of my contribution, I
declared an interest as a landlord, so I speak from
experience. It is a serious issue for a landlord when a
tenant stops paying rent, then disappears after trashing
an apartment; I am sure that [ am not alone in
experiencing that. Just as the majority of tenants are
ordinary, hard-working, civic-minded people, so many
private landlords do the right thing. Such people
should not be overburdened by bureaucracy.

This is an important issue, despite the obvious
hypocrisy that lies at the heart of Sinn Féin’s motion
and in that Assembly group’s game-playing. Our
amendment deals with the entirety of the issue, and |
commend it to the House.

Ms Purvis: I beg to move amendment No 2: At end
insert

“to include provision for the mandatory registration of, and
establishment of service standards for, private landlords.”

Although I support Sinn Féin’s motion in principle,
it needs to go further by calling for the mandatory
registration of landlords. On 1 October 2007, the House

debated and agreed to a motion that Fra McCann
moved that called for the mandatory registration of all
private-sector landlords. I have some sympathy with
amendment No 1, but the issues facing those in the
private-rented sector go beyond unfitness. This is a
critical issue. More than a year ago, the House agreed
to Fra McCann’s motion, which called for legislation
in that area. However, the Minister for Social Develop-
ment has not introduced any legislation on the matter.
In the meantime, the shortage of social housing and
still-inflated house prices mean that many more people
rely on the private-rented market for housing. Buy-to-
let mortgages have increased the number of private-
rented homes that are available, and renting privately
is increasingly the tenancy agreement of choice for
many young people.

Legislation to improve the sector is not about
unnecessary bureaucracy. The mandatory registration
of private landlords and the establishment of service
standards should improve the quality of properties,
improve standards for landlords’ management of
properties and tenancies, and improve the service for
tenants. Housing is the number one issue that I deal
with in my constituency office, and I do so regularly.
Indeed, I would hazard a guess that that is the case for
the majority of MLAs. In my office, many of the
housing-related issues that we help people with are
simply consequences of the absence of mandatory
registration of private landlords.

Some tenants living in private housing that is in a
state of disrepair cannot locate their landlords to
request necessary repairs. That is a common problem
that occurs daily. According to the 2006 house
conditions survey, 64% of private-rented dwellings
were classed as being in need of repairs. Some 27% of
private-rented dwellings failed to meet the decent
homes standard, the criteria for which state that a home
must be in a reasonable state of repair, have reasonable
modern facilities and services, and provide a
reasonable degree of thermal comfort. Most of the
tenants in such homes are elderly and on low incomes.

Neighbours who are affected by antisocial
behaviour are sometimes unable to locate the owners
of a dwelling in order to speak to them about the
behaviour of their tenants. That is an issue. Sometimes,
in my constituency, even the police have had difficulty
in tracking down landlords to deal with issues of
antisocial behaviour.

The inappropriate and, sometimes, illegal retention
of a tenant’s deposit by a landlord is also a problem.
Recently, I was visited by a tenant who paid a £1,200
deposit for his or her flat, and the landlord refused to
repay it when the contract ended, because a door
handle had been broken. Furthermore, landlords are
issuing 28-day notices to quit, or eviction notices,
without even talking to the tenants concerned.
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Most landlords are good citizens and respectable
businesspeople, who meet their legal obligations,
maintain their properties and look after their tenants.
However, that is not always the case, and the
consequences can be significant. Shelter is a basic
human requirement; therefore, it is critical that those
who provide that service, in either the public or private
sector, adhere to reasonable standards for conduct and
the quality of service that they provide. When that does
not happen — as we now debate — we must legislate
to make it happen.

Experience from other systems has shown that
efforts to register landlords are most successful when
compliance is mandatory. In Scotland, the attempted
light touch has proved ineffective when trying to
enforce standards, particularly with those landlords
who do not register for whatever reason. Landlords
should be required to provide their contact details and
details of all their properties, and that information must
be regularly updated. Therefore, registration must be
mandatory, and a failure to register should result in a
prosecution or a fine. There should be a system of
sanctions for serious misconduct. The Department or
office that is responsible for registration should have
the authority to deregister landlords who fail to comply
with legal requirements.

Registration can also be used to educate landlords
about their legal obligations. The Housing Rights
Service supports mandatory registration and suggests
that registered landlords be provided with a licence on
condition that they follow guidelines set down in an
approved code of practice. Registered landlords would
also have access to a dispute-resolution service.
Tenants should have access to the register and should
be able to retrieve, without charge, their landlord’s
current contact information. Moreover, there should be
provision for a custodial-deposit scheme to ensure that
deposits are managed safely and are not withheld by
landlords, unreasonably or illegally. If there is a
dispute over a deposit, tenants have access only to
small claims courts, which are prohibitively expensive
and time-consuming for most. Instead, landlords
should be required to pay those deposits into a
custodial system so that, if there is a disagreement over
a deposit at the end of a tenancy, landlords and tenants
will have access to the same dispute-resolution service,
and a third party will oversee the process.

Although I welcome the Minister’s commitment to
bring forward proposals for legislation at the end of
this session, it is not soon enough. I hear daily about
the problem from constituents who come into my
office. Proposals must be brought forward sooner and
must include mandatory registration and the
establishment of service standards for all private
landlords. I am pleased to move the amendment.

Mr Cobain: [ welcome the motion and support
amendment No 1. Although I recognise the work that
the Minister has undertaken, we still do not have
sufficient social housing in Northern Ireland to meet
the need. Therefore, the private-rented sector is crucial
in housing some of the most vulnerable people in our
society. Eleven per cent of Northern Ireland’s housing
stock is privately rented, and 44% of households in the
private-rented sector live in fuel poverty.

In 2006, 27% of dwellings in the private-rented
sector failed to meet the decent homes standards, and,
over the past five years, there has been a 50% increase
in the number of households presenting as homeless to
the Northern Ireland Housing Executive, due to a loss
of rented accommodation. It is crucial that people who
rent in both multiple-occupancy homes and alone are
protected by legislation from the minority of rogue and
complacent landlords.

I welcomed the introduction of the Private
Tenancies (Northern Ireland) Order 2006, which
provides a new structure for the private-rented sector
in Northern Ireland. Although the Order covers other
tenancy issues, it does not go far enough on unfitness
and disrepair, rent controls and certificates of fitness.

It does not require landlords to register but relies on
their co-operation, and that is the Order’s weakness. [
recognise that during the last debate on the issue, the
Minister stated her desire to examine the success of the
Order, looking at what has gone well, where the
problems lie, and what more needs to be done.

I am sure that the Minister will inform the Assembly
what difference the Order has made. However, 1
consider it a matter of practical necessity that the
private-rented sector should be open and transparent,
and in order for that to be guaranteed, the registration
of private landlords and regulations that tackle
unfitness in the sector are a must. If such measures are
introduced, the room for complacency, bending the
system and blatantly breaking the law would be
removed. That would also benefit landlords as it would
create a level playing field for business.

This is not an anti-private-rented sector motion in
any way. The sector provides an excellent service for
the majority of the time, and the DUP amendment
recognises some of the fears that may exist in the
sector with regard to increased bureaucracy.

It is crucial that the sector is given the freedom to
maintain healthy competition and business practices
while protecting the basic needs of its customers. The
motion is not about excessive regulation but about
creating good regulation that will benefit tenants and
landlords. In the current global conditions, we are all
beginning to recognise the benefits of good regulation.
I, therefore, urge the Minister to look at practices in
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Scotland and decipher what has worked and on what
we in Northern Ireland can improve.

The credit crunch has crippled the first-time-buyers’
market, and that will mean that in coming years, the
private-rented sector will become even more important
as people cannot afford to buy their own homes.
Although I welcome the recent investment in the
co-ownership scheme, the housing sector will face
severe difficulties for the short term at least. It is,
therefore, crucial that the correct regulation is in place
in order to ensure that people can live in
accommodation that is of an acceptable standard.

It has been almost six months since Sir John Semple
referred to the matter in his review of affordable
housing when he called for the registration of all
landlords. However, despite unanimous support from
all parties in the Assembly, the Minister has still not
made a categorical move in that direction.

I recognise the pro-active work so far undertaken by
the Minister. I urge her to introduce legislation that
will adequately regulate private landlords, including
registration, and tackle unfitness in the sector.

I support the motion as amended by amendment No 1.

Mr A Maginness: I advise any prospective football
manager not to recruit Mr McCann to his team. Mr
McCann is the master of own goals, and today he
shows his mastery with regard to own goals. He moves
a motion that has been exposed, including through
remarks made by the Chairperson of the Committee
for Social Development, Mr Simpson, as bogus. The
motion has also been exposed as opening up a very
simple line of attack on Sinn Féin, which is this: if the
Minister were to produce legislation today on the
regulation of private landlords, she could do nothing
about it because the Executive are not meeting, and the
reason for that is because Sinn Féin is boycotting
Executive meetings.

Therefore, when Mr McCann hypocritically comes
to this Chamber and cries about there having been a
delay in legislation, he refuses to answer the
fundamental question, namely, why is Sinn Féin
blocking vital social policy legislation?

Mr F McCann: On a point of order. Mr Maginness
is misleading the Assembly, because I have been
consistent on the issue of mandatory registration.

12.45 pm

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order. The term “misleading”
is not parliamentary language, Mr McCann. That was
not a point of order. Your remark was unparliamentary;
therefore, I ask you to withdraw it.

Mr F McCann: I withdraw the remark. However, 1
must say that when Mr Maginness and Members from

other parties are particularly vocal against Members of
the House —

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order. That is not a point of
order.

Mr A Maginness: I am happy to take an intervention
from Mr McCann so that he can explain why, on the
one hand, he supports Sinn Féin’s boycott of the
Executive, yet, on the other hand, he insists that
legislation on that particular area of social policy be
brought before the House immediately. If he wants to
take the opportunity to explain that contradiction to the
House, I am prepared to give way.

Mr F McCann: On 1 October 2007, I brought a
motion on the mandatory regulation of landlords
before the House. The new Chairperson of the
Committee for Social Development will not be aware
that I have also raised the matter on several occasions
in Committee. Sinn Féin has taken a principled stand
against the DUP’s refusal to accept the fundamentals
of the Good Friday Agreement and the St Andrews
Agreement, which take in equality and the very
foundations on which the Assembly currently sits.

Mr A Maginness: [ understand Sinn Féin’s
principled approach. However, the fact is that that
principled approach is blocking vital legislation from
coming before the House, not only on the mandatory
registration of landlords but on a whole range of other
issues. Fuel poverty, for example, is a pressing concern.

The country is in economic meltdown. Finances are
in chaos, yet Sinn Féin insists on boycotting the
Executive.

Mr A Maskey: Will the Member give way?

Mr A Maginness: No, [ will not give way, because |
do not have much time left.

The SDLP accepts the motion’s substance. It also
accepts the proposed amendments. There is certainly a
necessity for legislation to regulate private landlords.
The Minister has committed to that as an objective of
her term of office. As soon as she can, she will introduce
legislation to deal with the issue. She cannot, however,
simply introduce legislation without working out
carefully its shape and form.

In Northern Ireland, 66% of the public money that is
distributed through housing benefit is paid to private
landlords. The private-rented sector accounts for
around 12% of all housing stock. The SDLP fully
supports good regulation, but any measures that are
introduced must be carefully thought through. I am
certain that the Minister will expedite the legislation
that she sees fit to introduce.

As I 'said, I support the motion’s substance.
However, I must highlight its motivation. It appears
that it has been designed to be a political attack on the
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Minister, not on the social problems that arise from the
private-rented sector.

Ms Lo: I thank Mr McCann for proposing the
motion. [ support it and the two proposed amendments.
All add to the call for the regulation of private
landlords.

Undoubtedly, the private-rented sector will expand
in the coming months and years owing to current
economic trends and the pattern of inward migration.
All Members have heard of good and bad landlords.

In a recent case in South Belfast, the agency found
three houses occupied by some 80 Roma — one house
was found to have 30 people crammed into it. That is
sheer exploitation of people by landlords.

With respect to public housing, the Housing
Executive is responsible for the provision of decent
homes and their maintenance in accordance with rules
and regulations. The private-rented sector receives
£1-4 million each year in housing benefit. Why should
it not be held accountable for good management
practice and standards of repair? The Housing Rights
Service’s briefing paper on the Bill makes good sense
on that issue. We need a holistic approach to address a
range of issues to make the sector fit for purpose. On
the one hand, we must ask landlords to improve their
practices; on the other, it is good to offer incentives for
them to do so. On that, the briefing paper makes some
useful suggestions.

The Assembly last debated mandatory registration
of landlords in October 2007, and all Members agreed
on the need for the registration of landlords. A register
of landlords would make it much easier for councils
and tenants to contact landlords when problems arise.
In South Belfast, a tenant has been trying to contact his
landlord for years so that repairs can be made. The
building is now in a shocking state: a disused bath has
been lying in the front garden for 10 years. Neighbours
have written to my party asking for help in tracking
down the landlord. They are understandably worried.
Not only is the house an eyesore but, more importantly,
the structural problems of that house may spread to
adjoining properties.

Once registered, a landlord should be required to
comply with an approved code of practice recognised
by the courts. Failure to abide by that code should
bring penalties — fines, or even deregistration.

I also support the suggestion of a deposit-protection
scheme, whereby the landlords have to pay deposits
that they receive from tenants into a custodial fund. We
have seen examples whereby tenants — particularly
students — pay a deposit to a letting agent, but cannot
retrieve it from the landlord some years later. Landlords
put up all sorts of excuses for refusing to return deposits.
So often, people are reluctant to seek redress from the
small claims court. Students who are preparing to

move on to other parts of the Province or to other parts
of the UK or who are leaving Northern Ireland to take
up jobs cannot wait for court procedure to take its
course.

We need a comprehensive approach to rein in the
private-rented sector through legislation that sets
acceptable standards and provision of information and
advice to landlords and tenants. I am sure that that will
be welcomed, not only by tenants, but by the majority
of landlords.

Mr Craig: I support amendment No 1.

One Member has commented that housing is the
number one issue in her constituency. However, lack
of housing is the number one priority in my constituency
— and that applies to both public and private sectors.
As has been said, examples of good and bad landlords
exist in both private and public sectors.

Like other Members, I have received complaints
from tenants about rented housing. Some of the worst
examples of unfit housing that I have seen have been
in the public sector, not in the private sector.

There are examples of good private landlords who
take the issues seriously, but there are also examples of
the worst kind. I presume that a lot of these landlords
have come into the market because of the property
boom that we have witnessed over the past couple of
years. There are major issues surrounding private
individuals who are renting out properties — they do
not understand their obligations as landlords. They do
not understand the issues. If landlords find themselves
with tenants who are not behaving properly, or have to
deal with evictions, they do not understand the laws, or
how to get rid of those tenants and deal with the issues.

I support registration. I also support the Minister’s
moving forward with this legislation in March 2009. |
look forward to seeing what is proposed in the Bill. We
need to raise the standards of those who have moved
into private landlordism and how they deal with their
tenants.

We have all seen examples of tenants who are
outrageous in their behaviour for whatever reason. We
have all witnessed those who are either dealing in
drugs or playing music until all hours of the night.
Getting those people out of the property is a very
complex issue. It is extremely complicated — even the
Housing Executive has issues with moving out tenants
like that.

An awareness scheme must be built into any proposed
legislation. There are examples where legislation has
been tried. If we look at the legislation that was
introduced in Scotland in 2006, we can see the basis on
which we could move this situation forward.

I commend the Minister for working on the issue. It
is only right that she take her time to get the issue
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right, because the rights of landlords and tenants are a
legally complex issue. There is always a war going on
between the two. The Minister must look long and
hard at the serious issues, and get it right. I commend
the Minister for continuing to work on the issues, and
look forward to seeing the tentative legislation. As
some of my party members have said, there is more
chance of the legislation being introduced to the Social
Development Committee than there is of seeing a
meeting of the Executive.

Mr Brady: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. It is disappointing that Mr Simpson did not
spend more time dealing with his amendment than he
did attacking Sinn Féin. He initially spoke about being
a good landlord in a small way. I am not sure if that
means that he is good in a small way or that he is a
landlord in a small way. That was not satisfactorily
explained to me. I am sure that he will explain at some
point.

Alban Maginness spoke about own goals, a subject
in which he is well versed. If he is speaking about
impending legislation from the Minister, he is getting
into the realms of fantasy football. Maybe he should
keep that in mind.

I will now try do deal with the motion —

Lord Morrow: I hope that you are not going to
attack anybody?

Mr Brady: Hopefully not, but if I do, it is an
education being here anyway.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order. Refer all your remarks
through the Chair, and do not bat-and-ball them across
the Chamber.

Mr Brady: If the remarks from across the way
were, with respect —

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order, order. All remarks
must be made from a standing position and not from a
seated position.

1.00 pm

Mr Brady: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. For many people, the private-rented sector
is their only avenue for accommodation, and any new
strategy should promote the sector as a suitable option.
As the sector is playing an increasingly important role,
a strategic framework is needed to ensure responsible
letting. New legislation should ensure that management
standards and physical conditions are improved. The
registration of landlords will mean that there is a more
consistent and stronger approach to addressing the
issues of bad management practices and poor fitness
standards. A register will better enable local councils to
progress enforcement action more effectively. When
landlords are registered, they can be issued with a
licence enabling them to follow guidelines laid down

by an approved code of practice. Landlords will have
to abide by the legal obligations laid down in the
relevant legislation; to ensure effectiveness, any
registration scheme must be mandatory.

After the imposition of a register, a number of issues
will have to be addressed. Relevant information on
rights and responsibilities should be made available to
landlords and tenants. The legislation must include
powers to modify the inclusion and exclusion of those
who must register. The enforcement body will have the
power to deregister landlords who fail to comply with
legal requirements. A tenant/landlord dispute-resolution
service should also be included. As the registration
scheme is being developed, interested stakeholders
must be widely consulted.

A major source of dispute in the private-rented
sector is the retention of tenancy deposits by landlords.
In the legislation, a tenancy deposit protection scheme
must be included so that deposits are safely managed
and not, as happens in many cases, unreasonably
withheld. Landlords appear to have a distinct lack of
knowledge on the key issues affecting tenants, so it is
essential that any new legislation gives landlords
maximum access to information pertaining to them and
their responsibilities.

In my constituency, there are private estates, 90% of
which are owned by private landlords. That has led to
considerable problems in the state of the houses and
how tenants are treated, which contributes to a lack of
community in those estates. I support the motion, and I
wish to make a point concerning students, which has
already been raised with the Minister for Employment
and Learning. | have raised a certain case on several
occasions, in which a student died and the money
owed is still being pursued by the landlord, causing
trauma and stress for that student’s parents and family.
Go raibh maith agat.

Miss Mcllveen: I declare an interest, not as a good
landlord but as an excellent landlord; I support
amendment No 1.

The debate is perhaps asking more questions of Sinn
Féin than of the Minister for Social Development. We
are used to déja vu in the Chamber, so [ will restate
some of the comments that have been made. Along
with other Members, I am struck by the irony — or,
more accurately, the hypocrisy — of Sinn Féin
Members calling on the Minister for Social Development
to act but not calling on its own Ministers, who are still
refusing to fulfill their ministerial duties.

When the issue of private landlords was last
debated, there was consensus that a registration
scheme was, in principle, a good idea. My views have
not changed; although I support the principle, I reserve
final judgement until I see those firm proposals. No
firm proposals have yet been produced; however, |
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believe that we only have to wait for them until March
2009. At least we have a date for those proposals,
unlike the next Executive meeting. Nevertheless, by
that time, we will have a further year’s experience of
the Private Tenancies (Northern Ireland) Order 2006.

Although that Order has been effective in some
areas, it was criticised for not going far enough when it
first came into force. The Housing Rights Service, in
its recent briefing to the Committee for Social Develop-
ment, alleged that many local councils’ enforcement of
the Order has been almost non-existent. The evidence
for that is contained, purportedly, in a response to a
question for written answer from the Member for North
Belfast Mr Cobain. The response suggested that
mandatory registration may assist enforcement, because
local councils may not know the landlords’ identity.

Without further investigation of the figures, it is a
bit of a leap to level criticism at councils or to suggest
that mandatory registration would have any impact. In
its briefing to the Committee, the Housing Rights
Service provided no evidence of further questions to
the councils asking them to account for the ostensibly
low figures.

The Housing Rights Service made several suggestions:
the inclusion of a landlord licence in the mandatory
registration scheme of private landlords; access to a
dispute-resolution service for the landlord and the
tenant; an assessment by councils of the fitness of
properties built before 6 November 1956; the provision
of information on rights and responsibilities to landlords
and tenants; prosecution for failure to register; and
deregistration for those who fail to comply with their
responsibilities. Finally, it suggested that the scheme
be phased in.

In general, there is not much to disagree with in
those proposals, other than whether the power to
deregister a landlord would assist a tenant residing in
one of his or her houses. However, the details of such a
proposal would, no doubt, be ironed out during
consultation with stakeholders.

The Minister previously stated that she was
investigating various registration schemes. Given that
she responded to Mr McCann and Mr O’Dowd to that
effect in May 2008, and advised the former that any
legislation would be introduced in the final session of
this Assembly’s mandate, it is wholly premature to
debate the matter yet again.

However, the amendment that my colleagues tabled
provides a welcome addition to the debate. For the
sake of completeness, I will again set out, as I did in
October 2007, my thoughts on the overall issue. |
agree with the concept of mandatory registration to
provide a level of security to tenants that the rented
property is of an appropriate standard and that the
landlord is reputable. Any proposed register must

allow for access to required information only and
should not be a means to facilitate prying into the
affairs of individuals.

Members should be concerned by the cost of
administering and enforcing the scheme. We must
ensure that bureaucracy be kept to a minimum to
facilitate the smooth running of an effective system
that safeguards tenants but does not become so onerous
for landlords that it becomes unworkable. I support
amendment No 1.

Mr Armstrong: [ welcome the motion, and I
support the DUP amendment. It is crucial to protect
vulnerable people from bad landlords. It should be
recognised that the private-rented sector is essential to
the housing stock and that the vast majority of landlords
follows best practice. However, those landlords who
do not respect their tenants have a damaging effect on
their quality of life, be that through demands for
excessive rent, disputes about deposits or the provision
of accommodation that does not meet the required
standard. Many people who have limited housing
options are at the mercy of unprincipled landlords.
Therefore, it is crucial that the Assembly introduce
legislation to ensure that landlords meet required
standards.

The DUP’s amendment, as my colleague noted,
recognises landlords’ potential concerns about the
increasing bureaucracy that will affect the sector. New
legislation should be regarded as a way in which to
ensure a level playing field for landlords, in order that
some do not gain an unfair advantage over others or at
the expense of their tenants. It is important not to
damage the supply of private-rented accommodation.

I draw Members’ attention to regulations that were
introduced in Scotland in 2006. They include several
rational exemptions from registration and ensure that
judgments are based on adopting a sensible and
practical approach before deciding that sanctions are
necessary. Landlords have a duty of care to the
buildings that they own and to the people who live in
them. In the coming months, Sinn Féin has a duty of
care to this Building and to the people whom it was
elected to represent.

In the coming months, the private-rented sector will
become increasingly important because the first-time-
buyers’ market is stagnant and people will, potentially,
fail to renew their mortgages. Therefore, it is vital that
legislation is in place to regulate the system properly.
People should feel safe and secure in rented
accommodation and in their homes, and the Assembly
must ensure that the important amendment is noted.

Mr G Robinson: | appreciate that the majority of
private landlords are responsible and can manage their
tenants without difficulty. It is essential that all
responsible landlords understand that message. The

10
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motion targets landlords who do not fulfil their
responsibilities. Not all tenants are saints, and we must
be mindful of the vital role that private-sector lettings
play in accommodating our population. Therefore,
there must be a balance in any registration programme
that is produced. We cannot allow a black market in
substandard accommodation to develop — that may be
a consequence of ill-judged or rushed regulation.

I represent a constituency that — because of the
University of Ulster at Coleraine and high tourist
levels — has a large number of private-sector
landlords. I have heard nightmare stories from
constituents who have — and I use the word advisedly
— suffered at the hands of some private landlords,
who refuse to fix broken locks and attempt to
intimidate tenants from properties. Such disgusting
behaviour is often inflicted on those who are least able
to fight back or seek help.

A compulsory registration scheme for landlords
would give tenants greater security, and ensure good
living conditions and a fair rent. The private-rented
sector is becoming an increasing part of the housing
stock, and, therefore, it is essential that the Assembly
ensures the protection of the large number of people
who seek accommodation in that sector. The private
sector cuts across all economic barriers. Furthermore,
private rentals are likely to increase, because an
increasing number of young people and couples are
experiencing difficulty gaining public-sector housing
or affording a mortgage.

The compulsory regulation of landlords would not
be a punishment, rather a means of ensuring that all
accommodation is of good quality. Good or bad
housing does not affect only the well-being of those
who live in it. Bad housing may lead to health
problems, which can impact on a child’s education or
an individual’s ability to get a job.

I know that the Minister takes the issue seriously,
and I acknowledge that the problem is being
investigated in order to find a way to deal with it.
However, given the current economic downturn, the
urgency with which the issue is addressed must be
stepped up a gear. I support the amendment.

The Minister for Social Development (Ms
Ritchie): The motion and amendments provide a
welcome and timely opportunity to highlight the
considerable work that is already under way to deliver
improvements in the private-rented sector, which is
now almost as large as the public-rented sector in
Northern Ireland. In recent years, the private-rented
sector has undergone much innovation. The introduction
of the Private Tenancies (Northern Ireland) Order
2006, which came into effect in April 2007, came on
foot of earlier private-rented strategy. Those initiatives
delivered improvements and established a new system

of regulation, which gave tenants and landlords
much-needed rights, protections and responsibilities.

At that time, the objectives of those initiatives were
far-reaching. However, the housing situation has
subsequently developed and now faces new challenges.
Some aspects tackled by the previous strategy and
legislation have become much more acute.

The private-rented sector is now home to many
more vulnerable people, so we must be confident that
arrangements in the sector are robust and professional,
and ensure that the right level of protection is afforded
to the tenants and to the landlords who provide
services.

1.15 pm

Over the past couple of years, the fast-moving
developments in the housing market — together with
their associated impact on the private-rented sector’s
contribution and potential to meet housing need —
prompted me to commission a further review of my
policy relating to the private-rented sector earlier this
year. I am surprised that some Members were not
aware of that. Many of the points that Members made
today support that approach.

There should be a new focus on core issues, such as
more effective tenancy management; robust arrange-
ments for the resolution of disputes between landlords
and tenants; effective tenancy deposit arrangements;
better security of tenure for people moving into
private-rented accommodation; and other matters. That
work is already in progress and I will have the results,
together with draft proposals for a new private-rented
strategy, by March or April next year. At that stage, |
intend to consult widely on those proposals.

I will use that review to consider the initial impact
of The Private Tenancies (Northern Ireland) Order
2006. Although that legislation is still in the early
stages of implementation, I will measure its immediate
impact against its key objectives. I will study its effect
of improving awareness and understanding of the new
obligations and rights of landlords and tenants. Early
evidence suggests that there is a continued lack of
knowledge at all levels. The experiences and views of
Members that were expressed today support some of
that analysis. I will work with stakeholders to find the
most effective ways to improve that position as quickly
as possible.

The evaluation also considers how the district
councils have used their new enforcement powers,
which were provided in the legislation, to target
unfitness and disrepair. That was a primary objective
of The Private Tenancies (Northern Ireland) Order
2006. Careful analysis is needed to determine the need
for new or enhanced policy initiatives and, therefore,
the need for any subsequent supporting legislation. The
motion calls on me to introduce a proposal for

11
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legislation on the regulation of private landlords. When
I announced the new housing agenda earlier this year, |
made it clear that [ wanted to support people to move
into the home of their choice.

Increasingly, the private-rented sector is playing a
bigger part in meeting housing need, in some cases
through choice. However, for more vulnerable people
on lower incomes, that is solely because they have no
realistic alternative. To respond effectively to that
need, the sector needs to be fit for purpose and provide
good physical standards of well-managed
accommodation. In the private-rented sector, 66% of
tenants receive housing benefit. [ will explore how that
considerable investment could be used to positively
influence future landlord behaviour.

The facts in the private-rented sector speak for
themselves. The poor perception of life in some parts
of that sector appears to be borne out by the level of
problems that private-renting tenants experience.
Despite the introduction of new laws, evidence from
advice services shows that levels of enquiries have
remained constant. That clearly points to the need for
action to improve the core problems of tenant
management, which include rent books and deposits.
Furthermore, tenancy agreements are needed to
provide confidence against fears of intimidation and
unlawful conviction, as well as for repairs and
improvement arrangements.

Despite considerable progress in recent years, real
problems with unfitness levels remain. The private-
rented sector has an older stock profile and, therefore,
has greater unfitness and disrepair problems. The
‘House Condition Survey 2006’ showed that the
private-rented sector accounted for a high proportion
of Northern Ireland’s unfit housing. Security of tenure
for tenants in the private-rented sector also remains a
fundamental issue, thereby contributing to a lack of
confidence.

Furthermore, the tenancy-deposit schemes and
dispute-resolution mechanisms are essential, and they
will be considered as part of the development of the
new strategy for the private-rented sector. Evidence
from the South of Ireland’s dispute-resolution system
suggests that the majority of disputes there concern
deposits.

Compared to home ownership, in Northern Ireland,
renting is often considered to be, and experienced as,
second best. In other countries, that negative opinion
of renting does not exist, and, in order to address that, I
am determined that unscrupulous actions, wherever
they occur, will not be tolerated. Good practice will be
promoted throughout the sector, with appropriate support
and guidance made available for landlords and tenants.

Previous legislation has gone some way towards
challenging some of the difficulties with, and in

delivering tangible improvements to, the quality of
private-rented properties. That legislation established
better rights for — and has clarified the responsibilities
of — people involved in that sector.

The Private Tenancies (Northern Ireland) Order
2006 strengthened harassment and eviction law in
order to prevent unscrupulous landlords from harassing
tenants. In addition, it established protections for tenants
concerning notice periods, and it places obligations on
landlords to provide rent books and written tenancy
terms. Furthermore, specific regulations continue to
apply to particular tenancies, such as unfit private
tenancies, protected and statutory tenancies and houses
in multiple occupation.

The regulation of private tenancies on the basis of
unfitness addresses a major housing problem that has
proven intractable for many years. District councils
have been provided with significant additional powers
to compel landlords to make properties fit, to carry out
necessary repairs, and to ensure that rental income is
dramatically reduced while a property remains unfit.

Dr W McCrea: Will the Minster assure the House
that having considering this matter, the forthcoming
legislation will deal with the problem of unfitness,
without extending the existing massive amount of
bureaucracy, which is the fear of some Members?

The Minister for Social Development: I thank the
Member for his intervention, and I can assure the
House that every angle will be explored.

Protected-tenancy regulations ensure that the important
security of tenure that that limited group of tenants
enjoys can be safeguarded, while ensuing that rent levels,
although higher than equivalent Housing Executive
rents, will continue to be subject to statutory limits.

Given the existence of the Landlords Association of
Northern Ireland (LANI), it would be wrong to think
that all is bad in the private-rented sector, which, as it
has grown, has delivered much high-quality
accommodation. Not all landlords are the same, and |
welcome that fact that many private-sector landlords
have formed their own association — LANI — whose
aim is to professionalise and drive up standards in the
industry. I met that group, and I have instructed
officials to engage with it concerning regulatory
matters. I believe that that is the first ever structured
engagement between Government and the private-
rented sector.

A statutory registration scheme operates for houses
in multiple occupation, which are of particular concern
due to the high levels of health and safety risks that
they pose. Arguably, they give rise to a
disproportionate amount of antisocial behaviour in
local communities. The Housing Executive’s
registration scheme aims to address those matters and
to ensure that non-compliance is tackled effectively.
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In the course of the next few months, my officials
will meet stakeholders to develop ideas and proposals
for an overall strategic framework for the private-
rented sector. Increased regulation of private landlords
will, of course, be one of the many matters to be
addressed, and the outcome of that policy-development
exercise will enable me to find strategic solutions that
are capable of delivering sustainable improvements in
order to effectively, and in a timely manner, tackle
those agreed matters in the private-rented sector.

I have heard calls for a mandatory registration
scheme for private landlords. However, | remain
concerned that that has been proposed as the panacea
for the problems in the private-rented sector. My
examination of the effectiveness of such schemes in
the South of Ireland and in Scotland has not produced
a cut-and-dried result. Although there is agreement that
such schemes have delivered several benefits — for
example, increased knowledge of the scale and spread
of the private-rented sector — that has been at a
considerable cost and, some three years on, with some
debate about the measurable outcomes.

Competing arguments point to alternative and
effective approaches that deal with the core problems,
such as tenancy deposit schemes, dispute
arrangements, better security of tenure and more
effective use of housing benefit to drive good practice.
I will continue to monitor the impact of those schemes
and keep in touch with developments, particularly in
Scotland, where a voluntary landlord accreditation
scheme is under consideration. Similarly, an evaluation
of the scheme in the South of Ireland is ongoing.

As part of the new housing agenda, I am committed
to ensuring that everyone in Northern Ireland has
access to a decent, affordable home — I believe that
all Members want to see that. The private-rented sector
has an increasingly important role to play in achieving
that, particularly as it provides a home for a diverse
range of households. My work to develop a new
strategy for the private-rented sector will ensure that
priority issues in the sector are dealt with effectively.
Subject to the outcome of that work, I am sure that
new legislation will be required to give life to the new
strategy for the sector. I aim to introduce that in the
latter part of 2009-10.

As Members know, a draft housing Bill from my
Department is caught in the current logjam at the
Executive. | emphasise that the lack of Executive
meetings will undoubtedly have a damaging impact on
the legislative timetable, and I hope that that does not
carry through to my forthcoming second housing Bill,
which will regulate —

Mr B McCrea: Will the Member give way?

The Minister for Social Development: Apologies; |
will not give way because I have only a few minutes left.

That Bill will regulate the private-rented sector. I
ask the Members who proposed the motion — who
belong to the party that is refusing to allow the
Executive to meet — to do all in their power to ensure
that that legislation does not slip. If those Members
genuinely care about, and feel compassion for, people
living in the private-rented sector, surely they will not
allow this legislation — or any form of legislation that
impacts on the social and economic conditions of the
people of Northern Ireland — to slip.

I welcome a strong vote of support for the work that
I have put in place to improve conditions in the
private-rented sector through the development of a
strategic framework to ensure that everyone in our
society has access to a decent, secure and affordable
home. I believe that all Members want to see that
happen. I will write to Members individually if I have
not answered any issues that were raised.

Ms Purvis: It is unfortunate that some Members
choose to expend a lot of energy in scoring points; |
urge those Members to use a similar amount of energy
in trying to resolve the issues that are preventing the
Executive from meeting.

I return to the debate, and I welcome the Minister’s
commitment to dealing with the issue. I acknowledge
the hard work that she and her Department have done,
and I look forward to seeing, and commenting on, the
proposals when they are published.

The debate was wide-ranging and represented the
views of landlords and tenants in the private-rented
sector. For many of the reasons that were outlined,
there is much interest in the issue. We must improve
the management of properties and tenancies by
landlords, so legislation is important, and the
mandatory registration of landlords is crucial. Many of
the core issues were discussed: the fitness of
properties; the rights of tenants, which include access
to deposits and security of tenure; and safeguards for
landlords in relation to absconders and evictions.

However, the primary reason that the legislation is
needed is to promote good practice in the private-
rented sector. That sector is growing rapidly in
Northern Ireland, and we must ensure that it is
regulated, for the benefit of tenants and landlords.

1.30 pm

Lord Morrow: Everything that I want to say has
been said already, and I agree with what the Minister
has said. However, quite frankly, this motion should
not have been before the House today. I say that, not
because there is not a housing need or a housing crisis
— there certainly is. I say it because it seems that the
crisis is not yet big enough for Sinn Féin to do what
any normal party would do, which is to allow things to
move on.
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Alban Maginness was correct when he said that
tabling the motion was a classic own goal. Sinn Féin is
like a rabbit caught in the headlights. In tabling the
motion, that party is either not conscious of the fact
that everyone sees its members as the fools that they
are or it wants to ensure that its members are viewed as
such. This issue could be dealt with if Sinn Féin were
to allow progress to occur in Northern Ireland.

It is hypocritical — in fact it is a lot of nonsense —
for Sinn Féin to ask the House to instruct the Minister
to get on with things when it is that party alone that is
responsible for telling her that she cannot help because
it will not let her do so. Sinn Féin seems to be totally
confused today. Its Members must stand up and say
what they believe and believe in what they say.

Dawn Purvis has said that this is not the time for
point-scoring, and she is absolutely correct. This is not
the time for point-scoring: this is the time for getting
things done. The blame has got to lie fairly and squarely
where it belongs. Sinn Féin is holding up progress and
it does not want social-sector housing to be progressed.
It feels that it can play politics with people’s lives and
futures. It is absolutely ridiculous and disgraceful that
the Executive cannot meet because Sinn Féin will not
allow them to meet.

Sinn Féin is not playing ball because things are not
going its way. Its view is that if things are not done its
way, it will not allow the Executive to meet. What sort
of an agreement did Sinn Féin think that it had signed
up to — an agreement based on a Sinn Féin agenda?
Of course, that was not the case.

There is a housing crisis in Northern Ireland, and
thousands of people are in need of housing urgently.
Landlords must be regulated, because not all of them
are good landlords. The Assembly has heard today
from several Members who are also landlords, and
they have protested that they are good landlords, and I
accept that. However, not all landlords are good
landlords.

Furthermore, there is the problem of serious
overcrowding in the private sector. The Minister told
us something quite startling today — that private-
sector letting is now as large as social-sector letting.
The House and the Assembly are charged with a
responsibility for addressing those issues.

For how much longer can Sinn Féin sit on its hands?
How many more people are going to be in a housing
crisis before that party takes action? Its stance is
hurting its constituents as much as those represented
by other parties. Some of the Members who proposed
the motion today represent West Belfast, where, |
suspect, there is housing need. There is also housing
need in my own town, Dungannon, where literally
hundreds of people are waiting to be housed. Those
people cannot be helped unless and until the Minister

is given the authority and the opportunity to help. The
Minister has been sincere today when she says that she
wants to tackle this social issue.

I have been involved in social housing and private-
sector housing for the past 30 years. It is appalling that
the Assembly is debating a motion that does not need
to be debated. This motion is a vain repetition of what
happened in the House 12 months ago. Since then, we
have not moved forward one inch — all because Sinn
Féin wants to play politics with people’s futures —
[Interruption.]

If you want to say something get to your feet. If
Sinn Féin were sincere, it would not be tabling motions
such as this; it would be going to the Executive table.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order.

Mr A Maskey: On a point of order, Mr Deputy
Speaker. Councillor, and MLA, Fra McCann was —
rightly — admonished for speaking across the
Chamber. The Member opposite is doing likewise, but
you have not addressed that.

Mr Deputy Speaker: It is strange that Members can
see faults in others but fail to see faults in themselves.
I was sitting in the Chair, and I saw that remarks were
being made to and fro across the Chamber. It was
coming close to the end of the Member’s allocated five
minutes, so I allowed him to continue.

Ms Ni Chuilin: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. Will you provide clarity to the House on a
technicality? I thought that if both amendments were
accepted, both would be carried. I know that you
explained it to my colleague earlier, but will you
clarify whether the second amendment will fall if the
first amendment is successful.

Mr Deputy Speaker: That is correct, and I will
remind Members of that before the Question on the
amendment is put. Amendment No 2 will fall if
amendment No 1 is made.

Ms Ni Chuilin: Thank you for that clarification. Sinn
Féin regrets that it cannot accept both amendments,
and we extend our apologies to Dawn Purvis and the
PUP. We accept the sentiments of both amendments,
but, judging by the way in which the debate has
developed, the DUP amendment will be accepted.

Fra McCann and my colleagues had every right to
move the motion, and we will not be chastised by any
Member for doing so. There are stark difficulties out
there, and, as the Minister said, the private sector is
growing to almost the same size as the social sector
— if not bigger. With that expansion, the need for
mandatory regulation of the sector also increases.

Every Member who has spoken has said that there
are good landlords, and that must be recognised.
Constituencies such as North Belfast have many
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private landlords. I know that there are many good
landlords, because I work closely with them. Equally,
and unfortunately, there are more landlords who are
not so good. In fact, there are a few whom I have never
seen in the many years that [ have represented my
constituency. I welcome the enforcement powers that
are emerging from councils, and I will vigorously
pursue some of the landlords who, for many intents
and purposes, have homes on interfaces. Some
landlords have allowed their houses to lie vacant; some
have let their houses to families who have extreme
social problems, and they are causing all sorts of
difficulties. The main thrust of the situation is that
mandatory regulation is required.

With regard to Fred Cobain’s question about HMOs
and private landlords, Fra McCann provided some
figures from different councils. However, the statistics
and figures relating to many stories have yet to unfold.
Registration is voluntary, and it defies logic to expect any
unscrupulous landlord to register themselves voluntarily.

I do not agree with the way in which David
Simpson moved the DUP amendment. Fra McCann
has already said that he accepts the sentiments of the
amendment, because he accepts the need to introduce
regulation of the sector, and all Members who spoke in
the debate agreed. Dawn Purvis’s amendment goes
further and calls for mandatory registration.

Mr A Maskey: In the Minister for Social
Development’s response to the debate, she referred to
HMOs and the need for registration, and so forth, of
other properties. Furthermore, she acknowledged that
it might be 2013 before all HMOs are registered, and
that further underlines the need for the mandatory
regulation and registration of landlords. Such measures
will ensure the proper regulation of the sector, as all
Members have said is required.

Ms Ni Chuilin: I accept Alex Maskey’s comments.
Although other Members touched on the issue, I did
not realise that the registration of all HMOs will take
until 2013; that is worrying.

Dawn Purvis — as well as other Members such as
Fra McCann and Mickey Brady — talked about the
impact that is left by an unscrupulous landlord. They
also mentioned the impact that the allocation of a
house to an antisocial family will have on tenants,
families and the community in which the house is
located. The effects of an absentee landlord were also
mentioned.

In my experience, the consequences have always
been dire. This system, as outlined by the Housing
Rights Service, and sharing the database, will ensure
that landlords with a licence, and residents, will have
access to the register.

Fred Cobain recognised the work that had been
undertaken. Around 11% of the entire housing stock is

privately owned, and 40% of the occupants live in fuel
poverty. My experience in North Belfast is that the
lack of regulation and registration means that rents
have increased, and, in the mouth of a credit crunch,
families have to choose whether to pay their rents, heat
their homes or eat. Although they were not mentioned,
those are the facts — it is not a myth. Those families
have to pay rent to landlords on a whim. I know of
three families whose housing conditions are very bad;
nevertheless, their rents continue to increase. Many
Members will have similar stories to tell.

I was, therefore, disappointed with Alban
Maginness’s contribution — or lack of contribution.
However, I am not surprised, considering that he and
his party — so-called “champions” and founder
members of the civil rights movement — cannot see
the principle of demanding a Government of equality
and partnership. He too is from North Belfast, and |
am disappointed that, although he knows the
circumstances in which many of his constituents live,
he still makes a cheap political point.

Anna Lo saw that there was a need to recognise the
problems of this growing sector. She pointed out that
some HMOs have so many living in them that they are
becoming a health and safety problem. Furthermore,
deregulation has meant that people, their rents, and
their housing conditions are all vulnerable. We may
have to wait until 2013 before the situation is rectified,
and the main thrust of moving the motion was to bring
that forward. We understand that proposals may be
introduced in March 2009, but it is incumbent on us to
ensure that the issue is raised, particularly since we
have not seen any real development.

Jonathan Craig pointed out the lack of public- and
private-sector housing, and he is correct. I pointed out
that there are good and bad landlords and other
Members referred to that fact. I welcome the fact that
he supports the registration.

Mickey Brady was disappointed with David
Simpson’s contribution, as he had dealt with the issue
himself. However, a scheme is needed to deal with the
needs of the private-rented sector.

I welcome the fact that all Members who spoke,
regardless of the points they were trying to make, have
not argued against the registration.

Michelle Mcllveen — another good landlord from
the DUP — also welcomed registration, and that
appears to be the cross-party view.

In answer to a question raised by Fra McCann in
May, the Minister outlined that mandatory registration
was not a panacea for the problems, and she reiterated
that throughout her remarks. That was one reason that
Sinn Féin proposed the motion. It may not be a
panacea. However, it is incumbent on us to ensure that
we do all in our power to raise the standard of living
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by introducing legislation for regulation, particularly
for those people in the private sector who find — even
as we speak — that costs are rising.

The issue will be on the list of no-day-named motions,
with no changes. That, too, is our prerogative. Whether
there will be support from other Whips to have the
motion selected will be a story for a different day.
However, today’s motion garnered the support of all of
the Whips; therefore, I am disappointed to hear some
point-scoring from some petty individuals in the House
who cannot, for some reason, embrace the sentiments
of equality and partnership in Government to which
they signed up in the Programme for Government.

However, I am delighted that those Members
support the motion. Sinn Féin is happy to support both
amendments.

1.45 pm

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order. Before I put the
Question, I again remind Members of procedure so
that they are absolutely clear. If amendment No 1 is
made, amendment No 2 will fall, and I will then put
the Question on the motion, as amended.

Question, That amendment No 1 be made, put and
agreed to.

Main Question, as amended, put and agreed to.
Resolved:

That this Assembly recognises the intention of the Minister for
Social Development to bring forward legislation to regulate private
landlords; and calls on the Minister to ensure that these regulations
will tackle unfitness in the sector, whilst ensuring that unnecessary
bureaucracy is avoided.

Mr A Maskey: On a point of order, Mr Deputy
Speaker. I wanted to raise this issue before the vote
was held, but I could not, so I will do so now. During
the debate, several Members declared an interest as
landlords. What is the position as regards those who
voted on the motion? Other Members may have voted
today but have not declared that they are landlords,
good or bad, which is a subjective interpretation.

Mr Deputy Speaker: There is a requirement on
those who speak in a debate to declare any relevant
interest. Other Members will have declared their
interests in the Register of Members’ Interests.

PRIVATE MEMBERS’ BUSINESS

Protection of Children
and Vulnerable Adults (POCVA)

Mr 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 in which to propose and 10 minutes to make a
winding-up speech. All other Members will have five
minutes in which to speak.

Mr Shannon: I beg to move

That this Assembly notes the waiting time for POCVA checks to
be processed; further notes that this is adversely affecting child care
centres, amongst other employers; and asks the Secretary of State to
investigate the situation and ensure that applications are processed
as a matter of urgency.

Aa’ hae mien weel wi clarity tha dae wee Holly en
Jessica wur funn. An aa’ hae mien o’prayin that we
wud niver wutness tha saem thing hapnen in tha
Proavince. Aa’ em abreest o’ tha raisins that these
searches an checks er in place an aa’ want it tae be
weel kent that aa’ whael heertidly agree that ticht
checks hiss’ tae be keeried oot. Tha mettar whut
kinsarns me maist, is tha tiem it takks fer tac keery oot
thees checks.

I remember with chilling clarity the day that little
Holly and Jessica were found, and I remember praying
that we would never see the same thing happen in the
Province. I am well aware of the reasons for carrying
out searches and checks, and I want to it to be well
understood that I agree wholeheartedly that such
stringent checks must be carried out. However, my
issue is with the length of time that it currently takes to
carry them out.

Access Northern Ireland was established on 1 April
2008, following the enablement of part V of the Police
Act 1997 in Northern Ireland. Until that point,
Northern Ireland was the only part of the United
Kingdom not to have commenced part V, which
created a legal framework for the disclosure of
information relating to an individual and their
suitability for employment for a range of purposes.

Three levels of disclosure certificate are available:
basic, standard, and enhanced. Each certificate
contains different levels of information and checks.
The legislation created a statutory code for the police
to disclose criminal record information and provide
relevant non-conviction data relating to an individual’s
prospective employment or voluntary work with
children or vulnerable adults.

An enhanced disclosure certificate is used for
positions involving children and vulnerable adults, and
it also involves checks on disqualification lists, such as
those held by the Department of Health, Social
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Services and Public Safety under the Protection of
Children and Vulnerable Adults Order (Northern
Ireland) 2003 and, in the education field, under the
Education and Libraries (Northern Ireland) Order
1986. Where an individual has a previous GB address,
checks are made against UK police forces’ criminal
record information and disqualification lists held in
Scotland, such as the list held under the Protection of
Children (Scotland) Act 2003.

Shortly after the commencement of the legislation,
it became clear to all elected representatives that there
were serious delays in the production of enhanced
disclosures. I am not condemning those who created
the new system. Many factors — such as time of year,
business processes, and growing awareness and use of
vetting checks — combined to play a part in causing
delays.

However, the process must be quickened. Indeed,
Paul Goggins, the Minister of State for Northern
Ireland, accepted that in a press release that he issued
following the agency’s failure to meet published
performance standards of the production of 90% of
enhanced disclosure certificates within four weeks. We
are all aware that it can take between 10 and 12 weeks
for checks to take place. Such huge waiting times
cause practical difficulties. Paul Goggins also stated on
30 October 2007, in response to a question for written
answer from my colleague Sammy Wilson, that 6,095
vetting checks were being processed and that 16,145
checks were made in September 2007. Demand is
great, and the need for the process to be speeded up is
equally great.

Say, for example, that a nursery school in my area
advertises for new staff at the beginning of June. The
nursery subsequently hires a girl and tells her that she
can begin work as soon as the check to be carried out
on her is complete. However, a month, then five
weeks, passes and still nothing has arrived. The girl
begins to think that if she is not going to be able to
work at the nursery school, she may have to look for
another job, because not many people can afford not to
work for a month. Six weeks pass and the prospective
employee has to seek alternative employment. The
nursery school must then begin the entire recruitment
process again. In the time that has elapsed, the school
has to turn children away because they do not have
enough staff. It is a double whammy — the school has
lost money and parents have lost the option of placing
their child in the day-care facility.

I declare an interest as a Member of Ards Borough
Council. Ards Borough Council had to cancel summer
schemes. The council advertised for staff in May and
put the applications that it received through the
POCVA vetting process. However, the checks were
only being cleared in August. That was too late for the
summer scheme, because the summer was over. The

council’s investment and the young people’s
enjoyment had been lost. That situation is mirrored in
playgroups and nursery groups throughout the Ards
Borough Council area.

The constant delays have a domino effect. We often
encourage mothers to get back into work, and, indeed,
the perks of part-time positions can be considerable.
However, how can we expect mothers to work if they
have nowhere to place their child? Throughout the
summer, staff at day-care centres relayed their
anxieties to me about not being able to accommodate
children because of huge delays in the staff-vetting
process. At one stage, five childcare providers in my
constituency — who look after a total of more than
150 children — were awaiting a response from Access
Northern Ireland. The system took far too long and
failed to deliver. Some people must wait 10 to 12
weeks for clearance. An increasingly large number of
checks has to be processed every year: more than
130,000 checks had to be performed in 2005; more
than 150,000 in 2006; and more than 180,000 in 2007.

The delays are unacceptable and adversely affect
businesses throughout the province. It is not only the
realm of childcare that has been affected. The Department
of Education and the Department of Health, Social
Services and Public Safety had to establish an
emergency, temporary procedure to comply with the
POCVA requirements. Legislation for nursing homes
was amended, yielding the Establishments and
Agencies (Fitness of Workers) Regulations (Northern
Ireland) 2008. Those regulations permit employment
in areas that were already covered by legislation,
pending receipt of an enhanced disclosure certificate
from Access Northern Ireland and subject to a range of
safeguards being adhered to, including appropriate
supervision of a new worker for the period that an
enhanced disclosure is outstanding. The emergency
legislation and temporary relaxation of requirements
was necessary to facilitate vital establishments’
recruitment of adequate staff numbers. The delays
have put residential homes, nursing homes and
children’s homes at risk. The Ministers concerned did
well to enact legislation to ensure continuity while
people awaited checks to be carried out on them.

However, those small-business owners did not have
the knowledge or the ability that were required in order
to put in place measures that would ensure the survival
of their businesses.

After the Soham murders, Government passed the
Safeguarding Vulnerable Groups Act 2006 and, in
Northern Ireland, the Safeguarding Vulnerable Groups
(Northern Ireland) Order 2007. That legislation is
designed to deal with some of the deficiencies that
were identified by the Bichard Inquiry. The legislation
is particularly designed to address the system of
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vetting checks in order to ensure that a range of bodies
share relevant information.

The 2006 Act established a new Independent
Safeguarding Authority (ISA) for England, Wales and
Northern Ireland, which administrates new automatic
barring arrangements on people who have certain
convictions for harming children or vulnerable adults.
The ISA also has discretionary barring powers in relation
to individuals who have engaged in certain behaviour
or pose a risk to children and vulnerable adults.

The new arrangements are novel, in that they
introduce a continuous monitoring element for those
who are admitted to the scheme. The 2006 Act and
2007 Order introduce a range of requirements for posts
in which individuals must be a member of the vetting
and the barring scheme. Individuals may use membership
of the new scheme for other posts. Therefore, it is
much more portable and, ultimately, efficient, than the
present check.

Parents who make private family arrangements and
who wish to check on an individual’s barred status
may do so. That provides an extra safeguard in an area
that falls outside the existing legislation. The ISA will
also maintain the two Northern Ireland lists of barred
people — the children and vulnerable adults lists.

We must ensure that the present delays are not
repeated when the new scheme commences in October
2009, at which time all applications to the vetting and
barring scheme will be handled. For example, while
non-child-related care organisations in the community
and voluntary sector may at present obtain a vetting
check, it is vitally important that problems faced by
Access Northern Ireland are resolved by the Northern
Ireland Office before the implementation of the
scheme in October 2009. At that point, and for the
following five years, a substantial increase in
applications is likely to create worse problems.

In conclusion, the checks must be thorough and
all-encompassing in order to ensure the safety of all
vulnerable children and adults. However, the system in
place on the mainland is a better one and one that the
Secretary of State must ensure is introduced and is
running smoothly in the Province by this time next year.

Ms S Ramsey: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. I welcome the debate and I commend the
proposer of the motion for securing it. I will not go
back over a lot of the issues and the key facts that he
has covered. However, the protection of children and
vulnerable adults is an issue that the Assembly must
take seriously, and has taken seriously over recent
years. Supporting this motion in no way dilutes the
Assembly’s commitment or record on promoting the
protection of children and vulnerable adults. I am
conscious that people who follow this debate may

consider that a backward rather than a forward step is
being taken. That is not what is intended.

I agree with Jim Shannon that the issue of the
proper protection of children and vulnerable adults is
at stake. I share the concern about AccessNI; I wrote to
NIO Minister Paul Goggins around 10 days ago
requesting a meeting. I sit on two Committees at which
our own Ministers have dealt with some of the issues
that relate to the backlog of 20,000 applications
awaiting AccessNI clearance. With that in mind, my
colleague Michelle O’Neill and I have asked Paul
Goggins for reassurance that there will be no return to
the bad old days.

As Jim Shannon said, AccessNI was established in
April and created a legal framework for disclosure
among all relevant Departments about individuals and
their suitability for employment. However, it became
clear that there were serious delays, and a review of
AccessNI was ordered.

Mr Deputy Speaker, I ask you to send a record of
this debate to the NIO Minister. He said that the review
would be completed by September, and it is now the
first two weeks of October. I am sorry if I caught you
off guard there, Mr Deputy Speaker.

2.00 pm

A copy of today’s Hansard report should be sent to
Paul Goggins, and we should ask him for a copy of the
review that he said would be completed in September,
because that delay has meant several things. First, it
has meant that people applying for jobs have had to
wait for months for their security checks to be
processed. Secondly, it has meant that groups are going
to the wall because they do not have the suitable
people in post, and, thirdly, it has meant that some
groups have had to operate at a reduced capacity.

As Jim Shannon rightly pointed out, people
applying for jobs wait for so long that they start to face
financial difficulties — everyone has bills to pay —
and they have to find employment elsewhere. That
creates a shortfall, as the best person for the job has
moved on because they cannot afford to wait any
longer. As a result, the vulnerable adults and children
whom we talk about protecting are losing out a second
time round. Therefore, we need to address the matter.

I wish to take the opportunity to commend our
Ministers. It is important that we do that, because some
Departments are directly affected by the waiting time
for checks to be processed. In order to deal with the mess,
the Departments have decided to introduce emergency
legislation to begin to deal with the 20,000 people on
the waiting list. I do not want to politicise the issue,
but if policing and justice were devolved, we would
have access to our own local, accountable Minister. We
could meet that Minister in the corridor and tell him or
her about the mess and the need to sort it out.
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I commend our Ministers, but they are merely
introducing temporary legislation; it is only for the
interim period, which means that applicants will still
have to wait for the enhanced disclosure certificate.

Mr McLaughlin: I join my colleague in supporting
and congratulating Ministers on their efforts to address
the issue, but does she agree that a consistent approach
across all the Departments is required? For example,
the Department of Education does not require
applicants who have been through the vetting process,
been accredited and been in continuous employment to
reapply if they wish to change posts. That simple
measure would make a significant contribution to
reducing the mammoth backlog.

Ms S Ramsey: As the proposer of the motion
highlighted, the change in arrangements came about as
a result of the brutal murders in Soham. It is striking
that one organisation held relevant information that
could have stopped the murderer from getting a job,
but none of the organisations talked to each other. |
agree with the Member — if people go through a
POCVA check, that information must be spread to
other organisations to stop the backlog.

When we talk about 20,000 people, we are talking
about community and voluntary groups, individuals,
schools and councils. All their projects have been put
on the back-burner because of the backlog. The NIO
must spell out to us how it plans to resolve the
problem. Paul Goggins gave a commitment to the
Committee for Employment and Learning and to the
Health Committee that the matter would be sorted out
by the end of the year. Did he mean the end of this
year, the end of the calendar year, or the end of the
financial year? We need to ask those questions.

As Jim Shannon said, unless the matter is sorted out
now, the new legislation that is due to come into
operation in October 2009 will make matters worse. |
wholeheartedly support the motion, but the NIO must
answer a lot of questions, so I would appreciate the
Assembly sending a copy of today’s Hansard report to
Paul Goggins. Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle.

Mr Kennedy: I broadly support the motion. The
Ulster Unionist Party welcomed the introduction of the
Protection of Children and Vulnerable Adults Order in
2003. It is of paramount importance that we do
everything possible to protect our children and
vulnerable adults from potential predatory individuals
or groups in our society. Therefore, the registration
measures and the checks that are undertaken under the
regulations are undeniably necessary. However, there
appears to be a contradiction in introducing legislation
while not providing the level of services and support
needed to implement it without a detrimental effect on
those whom we are trying to protect. Under the current

operation of the legislation, children in care centres
and people who benefit from certain community and
voluntary groups are suffering due to an inability to
register and, therefore, employ or utilise the necessary
people.

We cannot, and should not, tolerate such a situation.

Voluntary and community groups are experiencing
long delays in receiving information from AccessNI.
We are all aware of the resulting significant staffing
problems for groups that are carrying out vital work
with children and vulnerable adults. AccessNI has
been unable to cope with the level of applications that
has risen sharply in recent years. It has been reported
that after only six weeks after submission, groups are
still waiting for their applications to appear on the
AccessNI system, with no further information
available about the length of time that it will take to
process those applications.

I recognise that Minister of State Goggins has taken
steps to ease the situation in the short term for certain
groups. However, that is not a long-term solution, and
it cannot help organisations providing services such as
personal care, one-to-one counselling or services in
clients’ homes. As we try to tackle child poverty, as we
increasingly recognise the importance and the benefits
of early interventions on educational and social
outcomes, and as we try to address mental-health
problems, it is unacceptable that AccessNI continues to
fail. Mr Goggins, the Minister of State with
responsibility for criminal justice, has, at least,
recognised the problem, but he should be under no
illusion that the steps he has taken in an attempt to get
back on track have so far been inadequate and appear
not to be working.

Further to the current problems, the Safeguarding
Vulnerable Groups (Northern Ireland) Order 2007 will
come into effect in October 2009 and will introduce
new safeguarding arrangements across the United
Kingdom. AccessNI remains the gateway to the new
system for employees to be registered with the new
independent safeguarding authority. Therefore, it is
crucial that we remove the current problems well in
advance of the introduction of the new legislation.

The Ulster Unionist Party pledges its complete
support for the new regulations. However, we must
have an agency that has the capacity to thoroughly and
efficiently process the applications that it receives.
That means that it must have adequate resources and
systems in place to achieve that outcome. I urge the
Secretary of State to investigate the situation and
ensure that applications are processed as a matter of
urgency. | support the motion.

Mr D Bradley: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. Tréaslaim leis na Comhaltai a thug an riin
os comhair an Ti inniu. I thank the Members who
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tabled the motion. We must all be careful to state from
the outset that our principal concern must be the
protection of children and vulnerable adults. We must
be careful that nothing that we say, propose or suggest
today in any way endangers children or vulnerable
adults. Other Members have mentioned that, and I
appreciate it.

Having said that, we must have an effective and
efficient system that ensures the protection of children
and vulnerable adults, and which does not reproduce
the long delays caused by the previous system —
delays that have been inherited by Access Northern
Ireland, and which are, as we have heard, causing
major difficulties for childcare facilities.

I have been working with several organisations,
including Irish-medium preschool groups, which are
awaiting clearance for staff members.

In one case, if clearance is not received for a new
nursery assistant, a number of children will have to be
turned away. It is somewhat ironic that a system that
should be working to protect children is actually
denying them places in educational and childcare
facilities. There is something not quite right about a
system that produces that type of result.

The POCVA checks are not the only measures in the
system to protect children and young people, as has
been pointed out in the letter of easement that was sent
by the Department of Education and the Department of
Health. I welcome the easement that has been offered
by those Departments. That will, no doubt, help the
situation but, in the meantime, there is still a need to
clear the current backlog as quickly as possible, to
ensure the required effectiveness and efficiency of the
system to protect children and vulnerable adults, and
also to ensure that educational, health, childcare and
community facilities can continue to operate without
disruption, and without the exclusion of some of those
they exist to serve. It is possible to establish a system
that does both, that carries out the necessary checks,
and does so within a sensible time frame.

We have been told that the backlog faced by Access
Northern Ireland will be cleared by Christmas — it will
have to be. The patience of employees and employers
is wearing thin, and that is not surprising. I have
spoken mostly of difficulties concerning education, but
there are obvious implications for nursing and care
homes, where understaffing is becoming a problem
due to the lack of clearance through the system. The
impact of that situation could have very serious
implications for healthcare, if not dealt with post-haste.

Access Northern Ireland must ensure that its
systems work to full capacity to clear the backlog in
the shortest possible time. We have been told that it
will be cleared by Christmas. I sincerely hope that,
when Christmas arrives, Access Northern Ireland will

not tell us that the deadline has slipped to Easter. We
need an efficient and effective service, without the
unacceptable delays that are occurring at present. If
those delays are not dealt with, they will continue into
the phase of the new legislation, and that will mean
continued difficulties, even under new circumstances.

Gabhaim buiochas, mar a duairt mé, leis na
Combhaltai a mhol an riin seo. T4 mé féin agus mo
phairti ar son an rain, agus ta suil agam go mbeidh
fuascailt ann don thadhb seo gan moéran moille agus go
mbeidh sé ar chumas na n-eagraiochtai ata thios leis an
mhoill seo oibrithe a fhail gan a thuillleadh moille. A
LeasCheann Combhairle, aontaim leis an run agus
gabhaim buiochas leat. Go raibh mile maith agat.

Mrs Long: I thank Jim Shannon and his colleagues
for proposing the motion. We are all agreed that
appropriate protections must be in place for children
and vulnerable adults. Those measures must be
effective and robust, but they must also be efficiently
administered, and adequate capacity and resources
must be committed in order to make that happen.
Otherwise, children and vulnerable adults will be
deprived of services that they desperately need. That
has been the failure of the current system to date.

The NIO issued a statement in the last week or so,
as [ am sure Members are aware, outlining the action
that it has been taking to try to tackle the backlog, and
to deal with issues in respect of employment, and so
on, in the interim, along with the Department of
Health, Social Services and Public Safety.

When I met the Minister a few weeks ago and raised
the issue with him, he said that the clearance process
was currently taking around 10 weeks from start to
finish. That contrasts with what was expected: that
90% of applications for a basic check would be
completed in two weeks; 90% of applications for a
standard check would be completed in three weeks;
and that 90% of applications for an enhanced check
would be completed within four weeks.

Nineteen extra staff have been employed to try to
bring the processing time back down to four weeks by
December. That demonstrates how far the NIO had
underestimated the volume of work that AccessNI
would receive. That is cautionary tale for when the
regulations are implemented towards the end of 2009.
There should be further assessment of the resources
that are required so that the process functions properly.

2.15 pm

Undoubtedly, the teething problems experienced by
AccessNI contributed to the backlog. However, there
is anecdotal evidence that, in the past 18 months, the
processing time for applications had been gradually
increasing and that, before AccessNI was established,
it was about six weeks. There are no statistics to
support that assertion, but that is the feedback that I
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have received. Therefore, there is an underlying
difficulty that must be addressed.

All youth leaders, volunteers, teachers and other
people who work with children must undergo checks.
Those people must undergo a separate check for each
organisation in which they work, which has contributed
significantly to the amount of applications — often,
multiple applications are being processed for one
person. I raised the issue of joined-up thinking in the
arrangements with AccessNI, because, if someone has
already been cleared to work with young people in one
organisation and wants to work with young people in
another organisation, they have to reapply. In its
response, AccessNI said that the checks were valid
only at the point at which the certificate was issued,
which raises questions about continuity in the system
and how information that arises after someone has
been checked is fed back to the organisation for which
that person works.

Members have correctly focused on those involved
in childcare centres and in other paid employment with
children and vulnerable adults, because the waiting
time has a direct implication on their earning capacity.
Many people in the voluntary sector who, like me,
volunteer in organisations such as the Guides, Scouts and
many others have been affected. Churches that provide
valuable diversionary activities for young people have
also been affected by the delays in the processing of
applications. There is a timing issue, because the
problems with AccessNI coincided with summer
activities, such as the local council summer schemes
that Jim Shannon mentioned. However, the backlog
has stretched into the autumn session of many of the
voluntary youth organisations, and it is affecting them.

Mr B McCrea: As the Member is broadening the
scope, she may be interested to learn that a body as
august as the PSNI had difficulty getting an entire
cohort of trainee officers through the checks. That
highlights how widespread the problem is. Will the
Member agree that it is important for people to realise
what the checks consist of? At a basic level, the checks
are no more than people saying that they are who they
say they are. We must get the process right and invest
the appropriate resources.

Mrs Long: I thank the Member for his intervention.
As I am being allowed to speak beyond my five
minutes, [ assume that [ have been given extra time to
respond. I agree entirely with the Member: there must
be clarity. However, the AccessNI website does not
offer that clarity; it is very unclear on what a basic
check entails. Most organisations that undertake basic
checks think that, at the very least, there has been a
check against an individual’s police records, but that is
not the case. That raises serious questions about the
robustness of the system in the minds of those who use
it to try to protect young people. I hope that the

legislation addresses those questions. AccessNI could
help the situation by providing more detailed
information on certain issues.

There is a serious issue about allowing people —

Mr Deputy Speaker: Will the Member draw her
remarks to a close?

Mrs Long: The vast majority of those who work
with young people and vulnerable adults do so for the
right reasons. It is important that the checks are robust
so that those who might abuse their position are not
allowed to do so.

Mr G Robinson: The delays in completing the
appropriate background checks, and the temporary
measures to reduce those delays, could expose the
most vulnerable people in society to an unnecessary
risk. That is a concern for my party and me.

Continuity of care can be guaranteed only by
ensuring that there is a readily available pool of
suitably qualified employees to fill those vacancies.

I know of care homes and childcare facilities that
are unable to maximise their operating capacity due to
a lack of staff, partly as a result of the lengthy wait for
confirmation of an applicant’s suitability to work in such
an environment. I have been told that many people who
applied for work in those sectors found employment
elsewhere before the required checks were completed
and clearance to work given, thereby creating an
additional recruitment problem. The only way to
rectify that situation is to have a process that is quick,
accurate and ensures ease of recruitment for employers.

These delays have an adverse impact on prospective
employees and employers. It is totally unacceptable for
those such as teachers, classroom assistants, taxi drivers
and bus drivers seeking jobs in childcare provision,
nursing homes and residential homes to be held back
from employment due to delays in background checks.
Those areas of employment need staff, and need them
quickly. There are advertisements for jobs in some of
those sectors every week in the local press. I appreciate
that the necessary approval will take longer for people
who are applying for work but are not UK-born.
However, a means must be found in order to speed up
that process, too.

The delays that people are experiencing are denying
the sectors that look after the most vulnerable in
society the care and security that they need.

Mr B McCrea: With regard to the Member’s point
about people from outside the UK: is he aware that it is
almost impossible to file checks, that there is no way
of doing so legally, and, given that we have a land
border, that that is a significant loophole in the system?

Mr G Robinson: I agree entirely with the Member.
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Delays in checks are hampering employers and, it
seems, are making people apply for employment
outside the sector.

The Secretary of State may well not wish to
examine the current ridiculous and deplorable
situation. If he does not, however, that is a reflection
on his commitment, rather than this Assembly’s, to
changing the system for the better. I urge the Secretary
of State to hold an urgent inquiry into the problems
that are being experienced, and to ensure that
recommendations presented as a result of such an
inquiry are treated as a priority for implementation.

I support the motion, and commend Mr Shannon for
bringing it to the House.

Mr Brady: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. I welcome the motion. The main issues and
problems that surround POCVA have been dealt with
by Jim Shannon, Sue Ramsey and other Members.
There is absolutely no doubt that people who work
with children and vulnerable adults need to be properly
vetted. That is essential. However, it is the logistics of
carrying that out, and particularly the time taken, that
is causing a huge problem. The problem is ongoing,
affecting potential employers and employees.

Naomi Long spoke about anecdotal evidence. In
2007, I dealt with a case concerning a local créche
where, because of the delays involved in workers
being vetted, the employer was on the verge of having
to close down, thereby losing the employer’s
livelihood and several much-needed jobs.

It was hoped that the advent of Access Northern
Ireland would go some way to solving the problem.
Unfortunately, that has not happened. Immediate
priority must be given to the whole area of POCVA;
there must not be a half-hearted attempt to try to
resolve the problem. A figure of 20,000-plus delays
was mentioned, and that that would be sorted out by
Christmas. With the best will in the world, however,
that is unlikely to happen.

A point that was raised, and which needs to be
reinforced, is that a POCVA check does not carry-over
from one employer to the next, even if the period is
just a few weeks.

Recently, I dealt with a case in which someone had
received a POCVA certificate from the Southern
Education and Library Board. Two weeks later, that
person got a job in a playschool. Social services
insisted that the individual go through the entire
process again. In that case, the employer was placed
under severe pressure because of staff shortages. That
situation has continued.

I live in a border constituency. Obviously, workers in
the area travel back and forth a lot. Perhaps an all-island
approach to POCVA checks should be taken. People

move from social-services jobs in the North to similar
jobs in the South, and vice versa. As so many different
types of jobs are involved, the entire area of POCVA
checks has become complicated. A simple solution is
for a centralised body to deal with those checks.

I support the motion. Go raibh maith agat.

Mr Deputy Speaker: As Question Time begins at
2.30 pm, I propose that Members take their ease until
that time. This debate will resume after Question Time,
when the first Member called to speak will be Mrs Iris
Robinson.

The debate stood suspended.
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(Mr Speaker in the Chair)

Oral Answers to Questions

OFFICE OF THE FIRST MINISTER AND
DEPUTY FIRST MINISTER

Economic Downtown/Credit Crunch

1. Mr McCallister asked the Office of the First
Minister and deputy First Minister if it has met with
the Minister for Finance and Personnel to discuss the
implications for the economy of the economic
downturn and the credit crunch. (AQO 579/09)

The First Minister (Mr P Robinson): Unfortunately,
it is apparent that the economic downturn and the
credit crunch are not fleeting events; their effects are
likely to endure, and the crisis may deepen even further.
We continue to experience falling property prices
coupled with high inflation, food and fuel prices.

That challenge can only be managed effectively at
Executive level. I have discussed the implications of
the economic downturn with the Minister of Finance
and Personnel on several occasions. On 18 September,
I met ministerial colleagues, including Minister Dodds,
to discuss those issues.

Additionally, the deputy First Minister and I have
met local interest groups to listen to their concerns and
gather their ideas for mitigating measures that we
might put in place to offset the worst effects of the
economic downturn. In preparation for those, we have
drawn on advice and information across ministerial
portfolios.

The deputy First Minister and I intend that
addressing cost-of-living pressures should become a
key item of Executive business, to ensure that we
collectively address the problem across the full width
of Government.

Mr McCallister: Have the First Minister and the
Executive identified which programmes at the bottom
of the Executive’s priorities will be sacrificed first if
the Government’s peak income targets are not realised
because of the economic downturn and the credit crunch?

The First Minister: Capital budgets and current
expenditure must be considered. There could be an
impact on the capital expenditure if, for instance, land
and property sales were to provide less income than
previously expected.

Significant increases in revenue costs can also have
implications. Each Minister and Department will have
to manage those issues. During the course of the
monitoring rounds, they will acquaint the Finance
Minister with the pressures that they are under, and he
will attempt — by using underspend — to meet the
pressures in the system.

Mr Gallagher: Has the First Minister raised
concerns with Department of Finance and Personnel
about the successful legal challenge to the Central
Procurement Directorate over the way in which public
contracts are awarded to private-sector contractors —

Mr Speaker: Order. I remind the House that
supplementary questions must relate to the original
question. The Member is straying beyond the remit of
the original question. By all means, he should ask his
supplementary question, but try to relate it to the
original question.

The First Minister: I caught the gist of the
Member’s supplementary question.

I have not spoken to the Finance Minister about the
issue, but I have spoken to the chief executive of the
Strategic Investment Board (SIB) about it. The Member
will be aware that two legal challenges have been made,
concerning systems and procedures in procurement
policy. We are considering whether it is appropriate to
appeal those decisions: that is being done within the
Finance Department. The other option is to move to
more conventional means of procurement.

Mr Ford: I appreciate what the First Minister has
just said, but it seems to me that there are two issues.
First, what discussions has his Office, or any part of
the Executive, had with the banks with regard to
support for the business sector — especially small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) — given the difficulty
that we currently have in attracting external investment?
Secondly, given what he is saying about procurement
and the complete shortage of private finance, how does
he propose to go about conventional means of
procurement in the current economic climate?

The First Minister: First, the deputy First Minister
and I have had a meeting, not just with the banks, but
with the other lending institutions in Northern Ireland.
There was a readiness and a willingness on their part
to lend money, and they indicated to us that they had
money to lend. In present circumstances it is obvious
that they may be more careful about their requirements
before they lend money.

The big issue is the building of confidence because,
until last night at least, the banks were not lending
money even to each other. That must be freed up, and
steps have been taken internationally. It is a global
problem, and the role that we have is only on the
edges, particularly with the banks and lending
institutions. We have done everything that we can to
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encourage them to get the system moving and to
ensure that money flows within Northern Ireland.

Secondly, regarding the Member’s question on
procurement policy, the Executive have identified in
their 10-year investment strategy for Northern Ireland,
an average of £2 billion per year of capital spend in the
public sector. That funding came directly from HM
Treasury. In the present economic climate, therefore,
that should remain unaffected. It becomes important
that we roll out, perhaps in an accelerated fashion, the
public spend that we are planning. Using conventional
means might just be a method of bringing that out
more expeditiously.

Economic Difficulties

2. Mr Hamilton asked the Office of the First
Minister and deputy First Minister what steps the
Executive is taking to deal with the present economic
difficulties. (AQO 570/09)

The First Minister: Even now, it is unlikely that we
have seen the full scale of the current economic crisis.
The intensity of the storm and the damage that it brings
in its wake appears to travel between markets. The
main focus of attention has recently shifted back to the
banking sector. The remedial action that was announced
last week by Governments and central banks across the
world is to be welcomed.

Locally, Executive Ministers have been working to
mitigate the worst effects of the economic slowdown
on our business sector, local people and especially on
those members of society who are in greatest need.
The welfare of the people of Northern Ireland is our
primary concern. In that respect, we have already
acted, and we intend to do more. Members will know
that this year’s regional rate increase for domestic
property has been frozen, and that will be maintained
for the next two years. As a result of the decisions that
the Executive have taken on the regional rate and
water charges, the average household will be almost
£1,000 better off over this year and the next two years.
Executive Ministers have also flagged our intention to
look again at the options for a further deferment of the
introduction of water charges.

The Minister for Regional Development has
announced the extension of the free bus pass scheme.
Since 2007, some 240,000 people aged 65 or over have
been taking advantage of free bus and rail services.
From 1 October, a further 90,000 individuals aged 60
to 64 will be entitled to free travel in Northern Ireland.

The Department of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety has brought forward proposals to cut the
cost of a prescription in Northern Ireland to £3 in
January 2009, and for prescriptions to be free of charge
by April 2010.

The Department for Social Development has also
initiated schemes to promote affordable homes.

The Department of Enterprise, Trade and Investment
(DETTI) will continue the provision of its successful
face-to-face debt advice service to citizens for the next
three years. On 25 September, DETI also announced a
package worth £5 million to help Invest Northern
Ireland’s clients to weather the economic slowdown.

Furthermore, the Department of Agriculture and
Rural Development and the Department for Social
Development have announced an increase of £400,000
to the warm homes scheme budget to fund energy-
efficiency improvements for rural homes. We have also
indicated our intention to address the proposals put
forward by the fuel poverty task force and the equal
pay issue inherited from the previous Administrations.
The latter alone would represent almost 1% of our
whole GDP, or the equivalent of around 2,000 jobs in
our economy.

The deputy First Minister and I intend to meet the
Strategic Investment Board to review the planned
roll-out of our capital programme and to assess the
opportunities for supporting the local construction
industry. It is widely acknowledged that, used
intelligently, our public expenditure plans can provide
some resilience to the local economy. Members can be
assured that the Executive will do all in their power to
protect the interests of people in Northern Ireland.

Mr Hamilton: I thank the First Minister for his
comprehensive answer. He is well aware that the
construction industry — one of the crucial sectors of
the economy — is under particular pressure, with
estimates of thousands of job losses by Christmas, and
evidence already of job losses at the raw-materials end
of the sector. The First Minister has already mentioned
this matter in a previous answer, but can he outline
exactly how those major public infrastructure projects
can be rolled out and accelerated as quickly as possible
to give a boost to that important sector?

The First Minister: The Member is right. During
the latter part of last week, I received an email that
indicated that around 25% of jobs in the aggregates
sector had already been lost, with the fear that more
job losses were to come before the end of the year. If
that part of the construction industry is being so
affected, one cannot help but conclude that the same
impact will be felt elsewhere.

Representatives from the construction industry met
the deputy First Minister and myself some weeks ago,
and we considered a series of possibilities, one of which
was the acceleration of the capital-spend programme
that I referred to in my answer to Mr Ford. It is worth
pointing out that that programme is more substantial
than has ever been the case in Northern Ireland’s
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history, and it is a programme that could go a long way
to making the difference.

The construction industry was keen to be provided
with a long-term vision of what measures will come on
stream so that it can be involved in the planning
process. We have been in touch with the Scottish and
Welsh Executives and, by and large, the steps that they
are examining are in line with the decisions that we
have taken in various Departments: reshaping our
capital spending; adjusting the planning and regulatory
environment to help individuals and businesses;
targeting support at the most vulnerable individuals
and businesses; and alleviating the effects of rising
energy prices and promoting energy efficiency.

Those are the four key drivers on which the
Executive can have an impact. We can have very little
impact on the wider global economy and the issues
that flow from that, but I have outlined the issues
affecting Northern Ireland in respect of which a local
hand can make a difference.

Mrs Long: The First Minister raised the issue of
what the Executive were doing to alleviate the effects
of the present economic difficulties on the most
vulnerable people in the community. Can he offer us
an estimation of when the anti-poverty strategy will be
adopted by the Executive, so that a long-term view can
be taken on all of those matters?

The First Minister: | am sure that the Executive
will want to look at that matter very closely during
their meeting on Thursday.

Some Members: Hear, hear.

The First Minister: I hope that that meeting takes
place. It is, in my view, essential that we get down to
business, and that business gets done. I was before the
Committee for the Office of the First Minister and
deputy First Minister, and those matters were referred
to. There is no foot dragging, either on the part of the
deputy First Minister or myself, in respect of that
strategy. My ministerial colleagues will want to give
their approval to the strategy, and I look forward to
that happening.

Mr McElduff: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle. I welcome the emphasis placed by the
Office of the First Minister and deputy First Minister
(OFMDFM) on bringing forward capital-spend
projects to help the construction industry. Given the
current global economic crisis, has the First Minister
met the Taoiseach, the British Prime Minister, or other
leaders within the European Union, to make
suggestions and to bring forward proposals? If so,
what has been the substance of those meetings?

The First Minister: The deputy First Minister and I
met the Prime Minister of the United Kingdom, and
we talked about a series of financial matters. Later this

week, I intend to meet the Prime Minister of the Irish
Republic, and I look forward to that engagement.

2.45 pm
Utility Regulator

3. Mr B McCrea asked the Office of the First
Minister and deputy First Minister for its assessment
of its recent meeting with the Utility Regulator.

(AQO 581/09)

The First Minister: It is clear that the credit
crunch, coupled with an increased global demand for
oil, has had a profound effect on the price of electricity
and gas. The responsibility for energy policy lies
primarily with the Department of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment. However, in one of a series of meetings on
the cost of living, on 24 September 2008, the deputy
First Minister and I met the Utility Regulator followed
by representatives of Northern Ireland’s energy sector.
A range of issues concerning the local energy market
was discussed, and the deputy First Minister and [
gained further understanding of how the energy sector
operates. The Utility Regulator agreed to send us some
further ideas to explore, about how to mitigate the
hardship caused by increasing energy prices. The
potential for renewable energy to play a bigger role in
the future supply chain was also discussed. It was a
constructive meeting about a complex issue.

In separate meetings with local energy companies, it
was clear that they are conscious of the price
differential that has opened up between Northern
Ireland and Great Britain. They too agreed to consider,
and submit ideas on, what steps the Assembly could
take to ease the burden of high energy prices.

Mr B McCrea: [ am pleased that the Utility
Regulator has decided to submit some ideas.

Will the First Minister agree that energy policy is
integral to any future economic policy? The price of
energy is important; it is the bottom line for many
people, and it is at the heart of competitiveness. Will
he accept, therefore, that it is OFMDFM’s role to
develop a strategic energy policy? If so, does he have
such a policy, and what is it?

The First Minister: Had the Member been in the
House during the previous mandate of the Assembly,
he would know that energy policy was originally in the
remit of the Department for Regional Department for
which I was the Minister. His leader strongly argued
that the policy should be transferred to the Department
of Enterprise, Trade and Investment. He is, therefore,
at odds with his leader. [Interruption.]

Mr Speaker: Order, Members.

Mr McLaughlin: I remind the First Minister of the
letter that he received at the start of September from
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the deputy First Minister. One of several proposals to
deal with fuel poverty included in that letter was the
possibility of repatriating the VAT windfalls that
accrue to the British Treasury. Will the First Minister
confirm that he raised that possibility at his recent
meeting with Gordon Brown?

The First Minister: My recollection is that the
deputy First Minister raised several such issues during
the meeting with the Prime Minister of the United
Kingdom. The Assembly must consider providing an
overall package to assist the people of Northern Ireland.
There is no simple switch to flick that will suddenly
make the situation better. The crisis will remain with
us for some considerable time and, therefore, a
co-ordinated, long-term approach is required.

I do not object to asking people for assistance, but
that is not enough. The Assembly has power over
mechanisms that can be used to alleviate some of the
difficulties that people are experiencing, and should
not, therefore, rely solely on others.

Dr McDonnell: Will the First Minister agree that
people are becoming increasingly bewildered by how
rising oil prices pushed up electricity prices but falling
oil prices have no effect on bringing them down? In
that context, will he accept that the commissioned
review of the process of setting electricity tariffs will
have little or no effect on price? The review will assess
how the tariffs were set rather than change the price of
electricity.

The First Minister: People are right to wonder
about that conundrum. However, a further conundrum
is that Northern Ireland has gas-fired, not oil-fired,
power stations. Therefore, the price of oil should not
be the key factor. It is important that the Utility
Regulator and the Assembly deal with several issues.
The review was set up as a result of a request from the
deputy First Minister to the Utility Regulator, who, in
turn, has appointed Douglas Mclldoon to carry it out.
It is important to use his experience and cross-check
the fairness of current prices.

Ms Purvis: The House recognises the need for an
overall package to tackle the issues. Electricity and gas
produced profits of over £14 million for the gas company
and over £81 million for the electricity company.
Given that, what discussion took place during the
Minister’s meeting with the Utility Regulator about
reducing those companies’ profit margins?

The First Minister: The deputy First Minister and I
raised that point — as did some of our advisers — with
the Utility Regulator, which argued — and do not pin
it on me — that the profits are required in order to
fund further research and further capital investment in
the industry. Therefore, that profit level is considered
necessary. It will be interesting to discover whether
Douglas Mclldoon agrees with that assertion.

Maze Site

4. Mr Molloy asked the Office of the First Minister
and deputy First Minister to provide an update on the
development of the Maze site. (AQO 638/09)

The First Minister: The proposed Maze/Long Kesh
development is the largest and most complex project to
be considered in recent years. Everyone has a major
interest in ensuring that the lands at Maze/Long Kesh
are used to benefit the entire community.

The extensive programme to demolish buildings and
structures is almost complete. A first phase of substantial
remediation work, which will remove contamination
— such as diesel oil spillages — at part of the site, is
almost complete, and we hope to embark on a second
phase shortly. The demolition and remediation work is
essential in order to prepare the site for any kind of
development. The deputy First Minister and I are
considering proposals for the development of the
former prison based on the 2006 master plan, and we
will report to the Executive when we reach a
conclusion.

Mr Molloy: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle. Given that the Long Kesh/Maze
development should be under construction by now,
does the First Minister agree that the delay has cost
construction jobs, cost us the opportunity to stage
major events in the 2012 Olympics, and endangered
our involvement in the World Police and Fire Games?

The First Minister: That is all very well, but the
accounting officers in OFMDFM and the Department
of Culture, Arts and Leisure (DCAL) indicated that
they could not sign the project off with a clean bill of
health in terms of value for money. They agreed that
the Executive would have to consider extraneous,
non-financial issues in order to justify the project. Some
blame should be placed on direct rule Ministers, who
took the process out of sync and approached bidders
before the completion of the business-case process.

However, OFMDFM is determined to resolve the
Maze/Long Kesh site difficulties. I do not accept that
jobs have been lost. Any building on the site must be
constructed and developed in the interest of the
surrounding area and Northern Ireland as a whole.
First-class development of the site is important, and its
various components are being considered. Moreover,
construction jobs will be created in the building of a
stadium or stadia, whether on that site or elsewhere.
Furthermore, the operation of that stadium or stadia
will create more jobs. Jobs are not lost, but a decision
must be taken on the issue. Therefore, I hope that
progress will be made.

Mr Ross: Does the First Minister agree that the best
way for the Executive to take decisions on the
development of the Maze site or other sites, or any loss
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or creation of jobs, is for Ministers to meet around the
Executive table?

The First Minister: That is by far the best way.
Needless to say, there is a requirement on OFMDFM,
because it has ministerial responsibility for the site.
There is a ministerial responsibility on the Minister of
Culture, Arts and Leisure to introduce proposals that
meet the value-for-money and affordability
requirements that the Department of Finance and
Personnel set.

The process requires work to be done outside the
Executive, but by far the best way in which to resolve
any differences is to meet around the Executive table
with ministerial colleagues.

Mr Burns: Will the Minister reveal what viable
options are under consideration to build a stadium
somewhere other than the former Maze Prison site,
considering that jobs are needed for people in a
construction industry that is at an all-time low?

The First Minister: I would be straying outside my
ministerial responsibility were I to respond to the
question. The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure has
indicated that he wants to make a statement to the
Assembly on those issues, but he first wants to take the
views of Executive colleagues into consideration, and
he wants them to be aware of the proposals. It would
be wrong for me to usurp his position and pre-empt
what he might say.

The options, however, are obvious: a stadium could be
built at the Maze site; a stadium could be built elsewhere;
several stadia could be built elsewhere; or nothing
could happen at all. I hope that the final option is not
one that is being seriously considered, given the state
of our major sports stadia in Northern Ireland. [ hope
that options for a national stadium or numerous stadia
are being considered, because those will provide jobs.

Strategic Investment Board

5. Mr Newton asked the Office of the First Minister
and deputy First Minister for its assessment of the role
of the Strategic Investment Board in delivering major
infrastructure projects. (AQO 568/09)

The First Minister: The Executive’s investment
strategy that the Assembly approved in January 2008 is
the largest-ever commitment to infrastructure
development in Northern Ireland. By 2018, we plan to
invest almost £20 billion to tackle the legacy of
decades of underinvestment that we inherited.

That determined action will put in place the assets
that are required to support high-quality public services,
to regenerate communities and to enhance the economic
competitiveness that is essential to sustaining jobs and
prosperity. Just over five years ago, infrastructure

investment was less than £1 billion per annum. Last year,
it amounted to almost £1-4 billion, and it is planned to
reach £2 billion by the end of this Budget period.

That is a measure of our recent success and of our
ambition to go further, but delivering the investment
strategy involves more than simply spending the money.
Our key commitments must be delivered on time, to a
high-quality standard and at value for money. It also
means investing in projects that offer a good return.
Expectations are high, but we must not underestimate
the challenges. We now face global financial and
economic difficulties. Our local construction industry,
in particular, is looking to our investment programme
to support local jobs through difficult times ahead, and
to provide opportunities for more apprenticeships and
training. We are determined to ensure that the
investment strategy helps to meet those calls.

The Strategic Investment Board (SIB) performs a
vital role in the development, monitoring and
communication of our investment strategy, and — in
moving forward — our key infrastructure-investment
programmes. It helps Departments to deliver major
projects across the full spectrum of services, including
healthcare, the environment, schools and colleges,
roads, water, waste and public administration.

The SIB provides expert commercial, legal and
project-delivery advice to Departments, drawing on its
advisers’ extensive experience of major infrastructure
procurements. That advice helps us to ensure that the
best deals are obtained for the public purse and that
risks are identified and appropriately managed. We
recently met the SIB chairman and its chief executive to
discuss the progress that is being made in implementing
the investment strategy and to consider what additional
steps could be taken to introduce capital projects.

3.00 pm

REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT
Street Lighting: Rural Areas

1. Mrs D Kelly asked the Minister for Regional
Development when he will review the criteria for the
provision of street lighting in rural areas.

(AQO 676/09)

The Minister for Regional Development (Mr
Murphy): Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Combhairle.
When considering the provision of street lighting in
rural areas, my Department’s Roads Service applies
two main criteria: the housing density in the
community, including public buildings with significant
night-time use, and road safety, in circumstances in
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which street lighting might contribute to a reduction of
night-time accidents.

Roads Service last reviewed the policy for the
provision of road lighting in rural areas in 2002 in
order to take account of public buildings with
significant night-time use. The demand for more rural
lighting must be balanced against environmental
impacts, such as night-sky light pollution and
increased carbon dioxide emissions; the financial cost
of providing and maintaining additional public-lighting
installations must also be considered.

Roads Service previously considered two scenarios
for extending rural street-lighting criteria: first, to
extend the eligible length of road from 200m to 300m,
and, secondly, to reduce the number of dwellings —
including public dwellings — that are counted as two
houses from 10 to eight. Both measures would reduce
the housing density required to qualify for lighting,
and it was estimated that those measures could enable
approximately 180 additional locations to be eligible
for street lighting, broadly costing an additional £3
million. There are no plans for a further review of
rural, public-lighting criteria.

Mrs D Kelly: Many rural dwellers will be
disappointed that there will be no review, particularly
in light of the impact of PPS 14 on rural areas and the
loss of any opportunity for housing growth.

I am interested in what the Minister claims to be
night-time light pollution. One can only assume that
that comes from increased energy consumption,
because I cannot conceive of how light could
contribute to pollution in the night sky.

Are the set criteria not subjective, rather than
objective? There appears to be a lack of clarity
throughout various sectors about how the criteria
should be implemented. Therefore, in light of PPS 14,
will the Minister reconsider his decision to review
street lighting?

The Minister for Regional Development: There is
a measurement of night-time light pollution, and I shall
leave it for, perhaps, the Minister of the Environment
to explain to the Member in more detail. [Laughter.]
Nevertheless, light pollution is a recognised factor in
the countryside and it changes the character of many
rural areas.

When PPS 14 is changed — as we hope that it will
be — that may increase the number of qualifying
public buildings in rural areas and allow more of them
to meet the criteria. The Member knows that the
amount that we can spend on such matters is limited.
The range of requests is always greater than the
measures for which we have adequate resources.
Therefore, we must set criteria, against which we must
prioritise our spending.

The Member wants more street lighting in rural
areas; her colleague has submitted a question about
footpaths, and I am sure that he wants more of them in
rural areas. Last week, some of the Member’s
colleagues proposed a motion on traffic-calming
measures, in which they wished every residential area
to have 20 mph zones and traffic-calming measures.
That is all wonderful, and if those Members had
argued for my Department to receive several hundred
million pounds more during the Budget debate, at least
their approach would have been consistent. However,
it is all very well to argue for such things, and for
spending more money, after the Budget has been set.
The Department spends as much as possible under the
criteria, and it attempts to do as good a job as it can
with its limited budget.

Mr Shannon: The Minister said that health and
safety was a matter that had influenced his response.
Will he tell Members about the street-lighting policy,
particularly with regard to health and safety, for
footpaths that lead to churches and, indeed, chapels in
the countryside? Why is there sometimes a footpath
with no street lighting and street lighting with no
footpath? Perhaps, now is the time to co-ordinate the
provision of both facilities.

The Minister for Regional Development: I am
sure that Roads Service will seek to co-ordinate those
matters when it can.

Roads Service may sometimes inherit developments
where there is a footpath that has no lighting, or vice
versa. As I said, public safety is a key criterion. When
public safety is being examined, it is a sad but necessary
fact that accident history has to play a part in deciding
where limited resources are spent. Therefore, areas that
have more of an accident history are prioritised.

Chapels, churches or other public buildings are
treated as two dwellings when using the equation that
is based on 10 houses. In 2002, a review was carried
out to consider public buildings that have a specific
night-time use. It may not be the case that churches or
chapels have the same amount of night-time use as
some community halls or sports facilities, but that is
how they are included in the calculation. However,
public safety is a key element; therefore, the accident
history of an area is taken into account.

Mr Ford: I thank the Minister for his robust first
answer to the question — I am sure that it is not
necessary for a Member from County Antrim to refer
one of the Members from Armagh to the observatory
and the effects that light pollution has on astronomy.

Has the Minister obtained an assessment from the
Northern Ireland Environment Agency — or the
Environment and Heritage Service, as it was in its
previous life — of the effect of increasing amounts of
street lighting in rural areas on nocturnal wildlife and
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the potential threat that such lighting may be to our
environment?

The Minister for Regional Development: When
providing street lighting in rural areas, the effect of
night-time light pollution is one issue that is taken into
consideration. I am sure that Roads Service will take
advice from environmental agencies when determining
the effect that such pollution will have. I am not sure
whether Roads Service takes advice on the impact that
it could have on wildlife, but I will try to ascertain that
and will correspond with the Member on the matter.

Roads Resurfacing

2. Mr W Clarke asked the Minister for Regional
Development if there has been a reduction in the
Roads Service Southern Division’s budget for roads
resurfacing. (AQO 658/09)

The Minister for Regional Development: Since
the start of the financial year, there has not been a
reduction in my Department’s Roads Service 2008-09
budget of £4-3 million for Roads Service resurfacing
activities in the southern division.

Mr W Clarke: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle. Will the Minister outline the criteria for the
allocation of the roads budget for each region?

The Minister for Regional Development: In
distributing the resources that are available for road
maintenance, allocations are made to the four Roads
Service divisions on the basis of need, using a range of
weighted indicators that are tailored to each maintenance
activity. Divisions use those indicators when apportioning
costs across council areas to ensure that there is, as far
as possible, an equitable distribution of funds.

Mr Cobain: I am glad that Mr Clarke raised the
issue. Will the Minister state how often he intends to
have trunk roads in Northern Ireland resurfaced?

The Minister for Regional Development: There is
a policy schedule for the resurfacing of trunk roads.
Obviously, if there are particular problems on trunk
roads that are creating a danger, those roads would
move up the priority list. If the Member, who is the
Chairperson of the Committee for Regional
Development, so wishes, I will ask the Department to
furnish him with the policy schedule for the
resurfacing of trunk roads.

Mr P J Bradley: Coming as I do from the southern
division, I understand why Mr Clarke asked that
question. People were hopeful that direct rule
Ministers’ neglect of rural roads would be dealt with
by the Assembly, but that has not been the case. Roads
in South Down are in the worst condition that they
have ever been in. Does the Minister agree with my

assessment of the condition of the roads, and will he
state how he proposes to deal with that?

The Minister for Regional Development: That
depends on how far back in history the Member wants
to go; I am not sure whether he is comparing the
condition of the roads in South Down with their
condition 10 years ago or 100 years ago. I would
hazard a guess that they are in better condition now
than they were 100 years ago.

My response to the Member is the same as that
which I gave to his party colleague a few minutes ago
— DRD’s budget was allocated after a Budget debate
in which the Member and all other Members had an
opportunity to speak. Since the Budget was allocated, |
have received requests — particularly from Mr
Bradley’s party — for more street lighting and
footpaths, 20 mph zones to be created in every
residential area, and, now, for a substantial uplift in the
money that is spent on rural roads. Perhaps I would be
in a better position to deal with some of those issues
had I heard those arguments during the Budget debate.

Derry/Londonderry to Belfast Rail Service

3. Mr Durkan asked the Minister for Regional
Development what progress has been made in
acquiring land from the Ministry of Defence for a
passing loop for the Derry/Londonderry to Belfast rail
service. (AQO 644/09)

The Minister for Regional Development: The
location of a passing loop is yet to be decided. Options
are being considered, and Ballykelly is one such option.

It is hoped that sufficient information will be
available by November 2008 to allow a preferred
option to be selected. It is intended that the passing
loop will be constructed during the Derry/Coleraine
track relay.

The Northern Ireland Transport Holding Company
has registered an interest with the Ministry of Defence
(MOD) and Land and Property Services to purchase
land on behalf of Translink. Based on discussions with
the relevant parties, it is my understanding that it will
be the new year before any firm decisions are made on
possible disposal.

Mr Durkan: I thank the Minister for his answer.
When examining location options, will the determination
be made on the availability of land or on engineering
logistics? When does the Minister expect to know the
preferred location for the passing loop?

The Minister for Regional Development: OFMDFM
is progressing the issue of how the land at Ballykelly
may be transferred or sold. It is not part of Translink’s
consideration, as it is examining the project solely on
engineering grounds. That issue could have an impact
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when it comes to acquisitions, but at present Translink
is considering only engineering solutions.

We want to ensure that the MOD is aware of the
interest, as the site may be chosen for the passing loop.
We should know by next month when the preferred
option is selected. Should Ballykelly be selected,
discussions should be entered into in early 2009. We
have registered an interest with the MOD to ensure
that nothing happens to the land that would make a
solution more difficult.

Mr G Robinson: Is the Minister actively
considering the provision of a rail halt at the airport
serving the city of Londonderry and further afield?

The Minister for Regional Development: That
issue has been raised several times, as have rail halts at
both Belfast airports. There are criteria for the number
of passengers who might use such a service;
Aldergrove may be moving towards that target, but the
City of Derry Airport is a long way from it.

We want to ensure that we improve and upgrade the
line between Derry and Coleraine after the upgrade from
Ballymena to Coleraine to ensure that a decent rail
service is provided between Belfast and Derry. A rail
halt at the City of Derry Airport will not be considered
as part of that project. I am happy to keep the matter
under review; however, given the criteria used to
consider the International Airport, the City of Derry
Airport is a long way from meeting those criteria.

Mr B McCrea: Is the Minister committed to the use
of railways as a transportation method for the future?
Are there any other —perhaps more imaginative —
proposals for the Belfast to Londonderry route? Will
those proposals include linking Antrim, Lisburn and
Belfast?

The Minister for Regional Development: The
Member will have heard other questions and debates
about the Belfast to Derry line. An example of my
commitment to that line is the fact that I lifted the
investment ban between Coleraine and Derry when [
came into office. That allowed the investment for the
passing loop at Ballykelly and the improvement in the
track relay between Derry and Coleraine. Furthermore,
it has allowed commuter traffic into Derry before 9 am
for the first time. It has allowed for additional trains on
the Belfast to Derry line and has improved the service
between Belfast and Derry. Those are examples of my
commitment to rail travel.

Rail travel is a very expensive option in relation to
infrastructure, but I am committed to it. If that leads us
to examine the Knockmore line and the connections
between Antrim, Lisburn and Belfast, so be it. We have
secured investment for the Belfast to Derry line. There
are ongoing improvement works between Belfast and
Ballymena and Ballymena and Coleraine. We want to
secure and continue the work from Coleraine to Derry
until 2011, thus improving the service on the Belfast to
Derry line.

Belfast International Airport: Signage

4. Mr Hamilton asked the Minister for Regional
Development if he will consider the erection of
signage for Belfast International Airport at the A1l at
Sprucefield, directing drivers along the M1 and A26
Moira to Nutts Corner road. (AQO 536/09)

The Minister for Regional Development: Roads
Service carried out a preliminary assessment of the
existing directional signage from the A1l at Sprucefield
to Belfast International Airport in December 2007.
That assessment concluded that new signage via the
M1 motorway and the A26 would be appropriate.
Roads Service has identified the signs along the A1l
and A101 routes that need to be replaced. It is expected
that the design, procurement and erection of those
replacement signs will be completed by the end of
March 2009.

3.15 pm

Mr Hamilton: I welcome the Minister’s response.
Does he agree that it is important that those gaps are
filled as quickly as possible if Belfast International
Airport, and our other airports, are to achieve their
obvious objective of being regional airports for
Northern Ireland as well as serving the border counties
of the Republic?

The Minister for Regional Development: I agree
with the Member. The potential for opening up new
markets for Belfast International Airport was
recognised particularly in relation to the work that was
done along the new stretch of the A1 between Belfast
and Dublin. That is when the impetus and argument
around the need for directional signs at Sprucefield, to
the airport, became evident.

As I said in my initial answer, Roads Service has
responded. We are considering ways of amending and
improving the signage. | have had discussions with the
management of Belfast International Airport, and since
the commencement of Aer Lingus flights there,
passenger numbers have increased and business is
continuing to grow. That is good news for the area.

Mr McNarry: In light of the aforementioned
tourism and commercial significance of our airports
and harbours — particularly those at Ballywalter,
Portavogie and Portaferry, to name but a few, in one
beautiful constituency — does the Minister take a
uniform approach to the provision of signage in those
locations?

The Minister for Regional Development: The
need for signage at Sprucefield was raised because
people thought that, given the road improvements and
the increase in traffic coming from the southern side
towards Belfast International Airport — [Interruption.]

Mr Speaker: Please allow the Minister to answer.
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The Minister for Regional Development: Given
the increase in traffic coming from the southern side
towards Belfast International Airport, some people
thought that additional signage was needed. If the
Member has a request for signage at any of the places
that he mentioned, he can contact me and I will be
happy to do what I can.

Mr Lunn: In his answer to Mr Hamilton’s initial
question, the Minister referred to the A26. Does he
agree that if that important road, which is the main
route from the south to the north coast and the airport,
gains extra traffic, the A26 dual carriageway between
Moira and Nutts Corner should be upgraded as soon as
possible.

The Minister for Regional Development: It would
be nice to have the money to do all those things. The
recognition of the need for improved signage at
Sprucefield arose because of the significant increase in
traffic and the potential for more business for Belfast
International Airport. The need for directions to Belfast
International Airport was an issue, particularly for
people coming from the southern side. That is why the
signage was improved.

If the traffic increases to such an extent that it merits
another look at the road and its upgrading, the
Department will look at that in due course.

AS Derry/Londonderry to Aughnacloy

5. Mr McCartney asked the Minister for Regional
Development for an update on the AS Derry/
Londonderry to Aughnacloy road scheme.

(AQO 654/09)

The Minister for Regional Development: Since
the Member’s previous question for oral answer in
February 2008 in relation to the A5, Roads Service has
carried out a series of public information events and
has progressed work to identify a preferred corridor. I
am pleased to advise the House that that work is
nearing completion, and an announcement on the
preferred corridor is expected later this year.

Mr McCartney: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle. The Minister will be aware that a major
road scheme between Derry and Dungiven is under
way, as well as the bypass. Both road schemes will
have an impact on traffic in Derry. What plans does the
Minister have to ease that impact?

The Minister for Regional Development: The
Member is correct: there will be two major road
improvement schemes on the A5 and the A6 in the
vicinity of Derry in the coming years, and they will
have an impact on traffic in the city. There have been a
significant number of developments in and around the
city already: the Skeoge Link, the opening of which I

attended; the Crescent Link; the Broadbridge scheme
to provide dual carriageway at Clooney Road from
Maydown to the City of Derry Airport; and the two
main roads that the Member mentioned. We are also
beginning a project to widen the Buncrana Road from
Pennyburn roundabout to the border, and that will
assist in relieving traffic congestion.

Due to the impact of the two major routes coming in
from Belfast and the Aughnacloy side of the border,
Roads Service has commissioned consultants to consider
linkages around the city and the impact that those two
projects will have. Reports on the preliminary work on
that consultation should be available before the end of
the year.

Mr Bresland: Many of my constituents have concerns
about the possible route for the AS dual carriageway
scheme. Will the Minister give an assurance that the
landowners and the wider community will be kept
informed of the proposals for the AS programme?

The Minister for Regional Development: I assure
the Member that that will be the case. He knows that
there have been several public information events on
the routes that may be considered. Within the next
couple of months — before the year is out — I hope to
announce the preferred corridor, which will contain
several route options. Again, that will go out to public
consultation, and people who live along that corridor
will be given an opportunity to comment on it. It is a
substantial piece of road building, and the biggest that
has ever been undertaken on this island. It is going
through mainly rural areas and will affect a substantial
number of landowners.

A tried and tested procedure has been gone through
for many road schemes, including the A4 extension
from Dungannon to Ballygawley, where a substantial
number of landowners had to be dealt with. I assure
the Member that there will be ongoing public
consultation. Landowners affected directly will have
the opportunity to have their say and to ensure that
their voices are heard.

Mrs M Bradley: When can people in Derry expect
to see plans to upgrade the Waterside railway station?

The Minister for Regional Development: The
Member has managed to jump to question 19. As |
would have said had I got that far, there have been
several upgrading works on the station. Any further
work will be considered in conjunction with the track
relay scheme between Coleraine and Derry due to
happen in 2011.

Blasting Operations: Al

6. Mr D Bradley asked the Minister for Regional
Development what compensation is available to (i)
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residents; and (ii) businesses, whose properties are
damaged as a result of blasting operations connected
with the construction of the new Al.  (AQO 646/09)

The Minister for Regional Development: The
removal of rock by blasting is an integral aspect of the
A1l Beech Hill to Cloghogue dual carriageway scheme.
Although I regret the disruption that construction
activity is causing to adjacent properties, blasting
remains the only practical process, given the quantity
and characteristics of the rock involved. The contractor
on site is required to employ current good practice in
relation to the construction process to ensure that all
necessary and appropriate measures are implemented
to protect properties in the vicinity of the work from
damage.

Under the terms of the contract, the contractor will
deal with any claims that may arise in the event of
damage caused to residential or business properties by
rock blasting.

Mr D Bradley: An dtig liom a fhiafrai den Aire cé
mhéad teach agus gndlacht a ndearnadh dochar do6ibh
agus ar thug an tAire cuairt orthu? Caidé an measunu a
rinne s¢ orthu?

How many homes and businesses damaged by the
blasting has the Minister visited? Will he give
Members an assessment of what he has observed? Go
raibh maith agat.

The Minister for Regional Development: I have
not visited any properties. As far as I am aware — and
I have kept an eye on the situation — only one
property has reported any damage. The owners have
been in touch with Roads Service and have been
informed of the procedure for pursuing compensation.

The Member is shaking his head. Perhaps he will
correspond with me and tell me about the other
properties; however, I am aware of only one. The
owners have contacted Roads Service, and they have
been advised who is responsible for the site. The
contractor is responsible, and he has informed his
insurance agents that there may be the possibility of a
claim. That is the process.

The Member is keen to try to put Roads Service or
me in the middle as having some responsibility.
However, as the Member has been told on several
occasions, a contractor employed to carry out work is
responsible for what happens. Contractors are
responsible for dealing with any damage or
inconvenience caused as a result of their actions. That
is the way the contract was designed, that is how it is
being operated, and that is why the Department has
given the Member the same advice repeatedly.

Mr Irwin: [s the Minister aware of any precautions
that had been adopted prior to blasting operations to
ensure the safety of livestock on neighbouring lands?

The Minister for Regional Development: [ am not
aware that any livestock have been endangered. [ am
aware that the owners of one business property have
claimed that there was damage, and they have been
instructed how to process any claim that may arise. I
know quite a number of people who live in that area,
and I talk to them regularly. I have not heard of any
further claims of damage, either to property or to
livestock. However, if there are others, I am sure that
they will be able to pursue their claim in the same way.

Mr Kennedy: Will the Minister undertake to
investigate and resolve the access issue at Newry’s
Altnaveigh Road, which is just off the A1? That is
causing serious concern among some of my
constituents, including Mr Nummy.

The Minister for Regional Development: The
Member was involved in discussions on the matter
during the summer, so he will know that a liaison
group that comprises local residents has been set up.
The group covers Corrinshego and Altnaveigh, as well
as several other areas along the existing bypass and
where the construction of the new road is ongoing.
That group has regular contact with Roads Service
and, more importantly, the contractors — they are the
people who are closing roads in order to carry out
construction work. I am led to believe that a further
meeting about the Cloghogue area is to be held this week.

The liaison group, which also has local council
involvement, appears to be functioning quite well.
Therefore, if the Member’s constituents are keen to
pursue the issue, they can do so through that group,
which has acted on behalf of a number of residents and
groups along the length of the bypass. However, if they
wish to pursue the matter in a different way, I am
happy to deal with any request that the Member brings
to me.

Portadown Railway Station

7. Mr Simpson asked the Minister for Regional
Development for an update on the progress made in
relation to the renovations at Portadown Railway
Station. (AQO 666/09)

The Minister for Regional Development: Translink
is currently involved in the preliminary stages of a
project to refurbish Portadown station, and it expects
the feasibility study to be completed by the end of
2008. After that, several further stages must be
completed, including the production of an economic
appraisal to establish value for money and the
obtaining of planning permission. My Department will
consider granting approval for that project when all
those procedures have been successfully completed,
and if the necessary funding can be secured.
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Mr Simpson: The Minister will be aware that the
people of Portadown have long awaited that project.
Craigavon Borough Council was given assurances that
it would start in 2009. Will the Minister use his
influence to ensure that Translink meets that deadline?

The Minister for Regional Development: As [
said, a number of processes must be completed before
the project can start. What I am about to say relates to
the question that Basil McCrea asked: the Department’s
intention is to give a commitment to try to improve
trains, journey times and facilities at various railway
stations, because it has been shown that, where
facilities and public transport improve, the number of
passengers increases. The Department’s intention is to
increase the numbers of people using public transport.
I will undertake to speak to Translink to ensure that no
unnecessary delay takes place in pursuing the scheme.
I am not au fait with the discussions between Translink
and Craigavon Borough Council, so I do not know
what assurances were sought or given. However, I will
certainly make it my business to ensure that there are
no unnecessary delays in delivering the project.

Mr Brady: What plans are under way to construct
other new railway stations?

The Minister for Regional Development: The
Member will be aware that Translink has been given
approval to proceed with a new £14-6 million railway
station at Newry. It is expected that that work will be
completed in 2009. A scheme for a bus/rail station in
Antrim is also to be developed over the next few years.

Rapid-Transit Proposals

9. Mr O’Dowd asked the Minister for Regional
Development for an update on the rapid-transit
proposals. (AQO 652/09)

The Minister for Regional Development: Good
progress has been made since the take-note debate in
the House on the strategic outline case for rapid transit
on Tuesday 3 June 2008. We have concluded the
engagement with key stakeholders. As a result of some
concerns that were expressed, we further explored an
alternative route for rapid transit in east Belfast. The
results of that work have shown that it is not viable to
use the Upper Newtownards Road as part of the
scheme. We are also establishing a dedicated delivery
team for rapid transit and are purchasing land for the
scheme. In recognition of the wider benefits of rapid
transit, I have also written to my ministerial
colleagues, inviting their comments on my proposals.

Mr Speaker: I will allow the Member to ask a
quick supplementary question.

Mr O’Dowd: Has the Minister carried out any
assessment of the positive environmental impact that a

rapid-transit scheme would have in taking traffic off
the roads of Belfast?

The Minister for Regional Development: The
purpose of rapid-transit schemes — indeed, of
investment in all public transport — is to reduce the
number of cars on the roads, thereby reducing the
congestion and pollution that traffic causes. Of course,
investment in a rapid-transit system is expected to
have a positive impact on the environment, and it will
certainly have a positive impact on the development of
the city of Belfast itself.

Mr Speaker: That ends questions to the Minister
for Regional Development.

3.30 pm

CULTURE, ARTS AND LEISURE
Library Services: Rural Areas

1. Mr Weir asked the Minister of Culture, Arts and
Leisure what plans he has to engage with local
communities in relation to priorities for library
services to rural areas. (AQO 552/09)

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure (Mr
Campbell): In November 2005, my Department under-
took an extensive consultation exercise that included
the views of the rural community. Those views were
recognised and incorporated into the resulting policy
framework. The boards are responsible for delivering
public library services in line with public libraries
policy, which includes engaging with rural communities
on local service priorities. Local engagement is
ongoing within the boards and will continue when the
Northern Ireland library authority is created.

The Carnegie Library redevelopment in Bangor is
almost complete, and the building should open to the
public next month. The £2-7 million investment in the
Ward Park facility is one of a number of projects that
will modernise and improve the public library estate.

Mr Weir: Next month’s opening of the new
Carnegie Library in Bangor will be a welcome
development that everyone will embrace. How will
communities be consulted after the creation of the
Northern Ireland library authority?

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure: An
appearance at Carnegie Hall will take on another
connotation in Bangor.

The Northern Ireland library authority will become
operational in 2009 and will have local consultative
groups. A pilot group will be established in each of the
four geographic business areas within the first three
months of the library authority’s establishment.
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Library services must continue to be relevant to local
needs. Therefore, although the service will be planned
and led regionally, it will be delivered locally.

Mr Brolly: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle. Will the Minister detail the extent of
co-operation between Donegal County Council and the
Western Education and Library Board regarding
mobile library services in that border area?

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure: As I
have outlined on previous occasions, the provision of
library services is a matter for the board. However, I
appreciate that mobile library services — particularly
in the western area — have a cross-border context, and
there is a mobile library facility for that specific
purpose. Given the terrain and the rural nature of the
land along the part of the border to which the Member
refers, it is sensible and productive for such liaison to
take place. The facility is, apparently, well used. |
encourage people — particularly those in Northern
Ireland but also those in the Irish Republic — to make
use of that facility, and I hope that everyone will.

Mr Gardiner: Since 34% of the population live in
rural areas, does the Minister agree that his Department’s
raw expenditure on library provision needs to be rural
proofed? The rural population of 565,000 is served by
only 30 mobile libraries — that is approximately one
library for every 20,000 people. Does the Minister
have any plans to increase that provision?

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure: That
issue was raised during my last appearance at Question
Time; indeed, I think that that was as a result of a
question from the honourable Member. The provision
of library services in rural areas is primarily a matter
for the education and library boards. My information is
that provision in rural areas is satisfactory and has
been satisfactory over recent years because no new
demands for additional services — either from
members of the public or public representatives —
have been made to the education and library boards.

If Members feel that there are areas that could be
adequately covered by existing services, or in which
additional resources might be deployed in order to
provide that service, that information must be made
known — in the first instance, to the relevant
education and library board. The board and I will then
consider that information.

Inland Fish Stocks: Pollution

2. Mr B McCrea asked the Minister of Culture,
Arts and Leisure to detail the impact of pollution

incidences on inland fish stocks in the last year.
(AQO 622/09)

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure: I am
aware that several pollution incidents in the past year
have resulted in significant fish kills. Fisheries
Conservancy Board staff have investigated the incidents
and estimated the numbers and types of fish killed.
DCAL will work closely with the Environment Agency
and angling clubs in order to provide advice and
assistance about how to reinstate the affected waters.

Pollution incidents have a broader impact on
fisheries. Pollution results in a loss of revenue from
fishing and, sometimes, a reduction in the population
of species that are already under threat. A pollution
incident normally kills fish of varying ages. There is,
therefore, a knock-on affect for at least three to four
years before fish populations recover to sustainable
levels.

Mr B McCrea: I thank the Minister for his answer.
Does he accept that there is a wider impact on
recreational tourism and its associated business areas?
Will the Minister instigate a review that will put a
figure on the financial loss to the local economy, and
ensure that that loss is taken into account in a system
of fines that is based on the polluter pays principle?

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure: The
Member raises a valid and interesting point. I repeat
what has been previously stated: the Department of
Culture, Arts and Leisure is responsible for restocking
rivers. The polluter pays principle is an admirable one
that most people believe in and advocate, but it is the
responsibility of the Department of the Environment
(DOE). In the first instance, my Department and the
Environment Agency want to ensure that pollution of
rivers is prevented — an issue that is primarily dealt
with by the Department of the Environment.

However, there is close liaison between my
Department and the DOE in order to ensure that
pollution is prevented; that where pollution occurs,
those responsible pay for their actions; and,
importantly, as I have stated, that rivers are restocked.
I subscribe to the principle of the polluter paying that
is contained in the Member’s question.

Mr McKay: In the wake of the Minister of the
Environment’s decision to extend the slurry-spreading
period until the end of the year, has the Minister of
Culture, Arts and Leisure been advised by his officials,
or received correspondence from the Environment
Minister, about the possible pollution threat posed by
that extension?

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure: I have
not received any communication from any individuals
or groups — including the Minister of the
Environment — about the potential pollution danger
raised by the Member. I will draw his comments to the
attention of my Department and the Department of the
Environment.
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However, if there were any serious potential for
pollution, Departments would have been alerted and
the Minister of the Environment would not have made
that decision in the first instance.

Mr Burns: Will the Minister tell Members what
discussions he has had with the Minister of the
Environment about the cleaning up and restocking of
the Six Mile Water River in Antrim after it suffered a
recent, disastrous fish kill?

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure: The
Member has drawn attention to what was a very
serious incident. My officials are liaising with the
Department of the Environment in order to establish
the full extent of the fish kill and to prevent any
repetition of such an event.

The situation is difficult and must be monitored
closely. I intend to continue liaising with the Department
of the Environment, concentrating on those two
strategies: preventing a repeat incident and ensuring
that the river is adequately restocked with fish.

Safety at Sports Grounds

3. Mrs Hanna asked the Minister of Culture, Arts
and Leisure, given the public concern that safety at
sports grounds is being compromised, what long-term
plans he has to ensure public safety at these venues.

(AQO 675/09)

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure:
Responsibility for developing long-term plans to
ensure public safety at sports venues in Northern
Ireland rests with the owners and operators of those
venues. However, the Department of Culture, Arts and
Leisure is taking forward a safety at sports grounds
initiative, which aims to assist owners and operators of
major sports facilities to improve public safety at their
grounds in the longer term. As part of that process, the
Department is implementing new legislation on safety
at sports grounds — the Safety of Sports Grounds
(Northern Ireland) Order 2006. In addition, Sport
Northern Ireland, which is responsible for the
development of sport, including the distribution of
funding, has been running funding programmes
designed to assist owners and operators to improve
public safety at their venues. The programmes include
a stadia safety programme and a previous interim safe
sports grounds scheme.

Mrs Hanna: Will that include an audit of safety and
resource requirements, and will it involve the closure
of any grounds?

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure: I will
answer the last part of the Member’s question first. I
do not envisage any venue closing as the result of an
audit. Funding is being considered for some grounds

through the programmes that [ have outlined. The
names of those grounds can be supplied to the
Member, but I am reluctant to mention them, as that
would open Pandora’s box. However, operators of all
sporting grounds should be aware of the grant-aided
schemes that are available. If they are not aware of
them, they should become aware of them and make
applications, because it is essential that everyone using
a sports ground in Northern Ireland, for whatever
legitimate purpose, should be able to do so in the
knowledge that they will be safe as they go there and
safe as they return from it. That is the aim of the scheme,
and, hopefully, it will be fully operational shortly.

Mr McNarry: I am taken by the emphatic nature of
the Minister’s answers. Will he comment on a ‘BBC
Newsline’ report on 20 August 2008, which referred to
a letter written by the chief executive of Sport Northern
Ireland to the Department in September 2007, in which
he wrote about the many unsafe sports venues and
about the safety of spectators being compromised?

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure: I am
aware of the report to which the honourable Member
refers. There were some inaccuracies in it. For
example, there was reference to Great Britain’s Safety
of Sports Grounds Act 1975 being rushed through —
but the legislation was actually enacted four years after
the disaster that pre-empted it. Therefore, it was not
rushed through.

The Department was already aware of a number of
matters contained in the report. Northern Ireland,
through Sport Northern Ireland, will have an
overseeing body that will be very similar to the
Football Licensing Authority in GB. The Department
is in the process of ensuring that it will be in a position
to guarantee that — even though some concerns in the
programme were inaccurate — the underlying concern
is for the safety of the public using stadia in Northern
Ireland. That is a very real and present concern.

However, it is a concern that Sport NI and all of us
should be acutely aware of. We must take steps to
address those problems.

3.45 pm

Mr Butler: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle. Ba mhaith liom buiochas a thabhairt don
Aire as a threagra.

I asked the previous Minister of Culture, Arts and
Leisure about the legislation in March 2008. He said
that Sport NI wished to delay the legislation because it
wanted the inclusion of an independent oversight
function that it would carry out. Will the Minister
explain why, now that we are in October, that still has
not been established? Is the delay related to the crowd
capacity problems that would ensue at Windsor Park if
the legislation were to be enacted?
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The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure:
Whatever about issues of delay in the past, I know that
agreement has already been reached with Sport NI on
the issue of the oversight body. That body will provide
advice and guidance to all interested parties on safety
matters, and will monitor the implementation of a
planned new sports grounds safety-certification
scheme. Sport NI recently completed the recruitment
exercise for the oversight body. I cannot comment on
what may have happened in the past, but the facts are
that the body is now in place, recruitment has been
completed, and the body will be up and running
shortly.

Multi-Sports Stadium: Maze Site

4. Mr Ford asked the Minister of Culture, Arts and
Leisure what discussions he has had with Executive
colleagues in relation to the proposed multi-sports
stadium at the Maze site. (AQO 613/09)

Multi-Sports Stadium: Business Plan

9. Mr Lunn asked the Minister of Culture, Arts and
Leisure what discussions he has had with the Minister
of Finance and Personnel in relation to the business
plan for the proposed multi-sports stadium.

(AQO 615/09)

Multi-Sports Stadium: Time Frame

14. Mrs D Kelly: asked the Minister of Culture,
Arts and Leisure to detail the normal time frame for
building major sports stadia; and if he is satisfied that
the proposed multi-sports stadium will be built in time
for the London Olympics. (AQO 677/09)

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure: With
your permission, Mr Speaker, I will answer questions
4,9 and 14 together.

The outline business case for the proposed multi-
sports stadium, together with a corresponding business
case for the Maze project, for which OFMDFM is
responsible, have been closely examined by the
Department of Finance and Personnel. The current
First Minister, in his former role as Minister of Finance
and Personnel, provided advice to ministerial
colleagues on his assessment of the stadium and the
overall Maze project.

The issue of the multi-sports stadium, together with
the overall regeneration of the Maze site, has still to be
considered by the Executive. That is a further reason
why it is important for the Executive to meet as soon
as possible. The opportunity for Northern Ireland to
host soccer matches as part of the 2012 Olympics is
clearly contingent on the availability of a fit-for-

purpose stadium, although that would not necessarily
require the building of a multi-sports stadium.

Mr Ford: I thank the Minister for his response. He
may not have heard the First Minister earlier when he
set out the options for the future, which were: a single
stadium at the Maze, a single stadium elsewhere, or
upgrades to existing stadiums. The First Minister ruled
out the do-nothing option. Will the Minister now rule
out the idea of upgrading three elderly stadiums in
order to provide three expensive elderly stadiums, and
give a firm commitment to a single stadium for all
sports, as a sign of a shared future?

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure: I was
not present when the First Minister spoke earlier, but it
is self-evident that those are the options. As we stand,
in October 2008, I am in a position to go to the
Executive with a paper in order to clear up the
uncertainty that has surrounded the issue. For that
reason, I want an Executive meeting to take place as
early as this Thursday. None of that takes me beyond
where [ want to go for the moment. The honourable
Member invites me to declare what the new and
ongoing position would be, but he would be the first to
concede that [ should do it according to the established
protocols of the Assembly.

I am doing what I should be doing: consulting my
Executive colleagues, then consulting the Committee
for Culture, Arts and Leisure, and then come before the
House — in that order. When I entered office in June, I
said that I wanted to reveal when the uncertainty would
end and to make progress in the autumn. We are well
into autumn. If the Executive does not meet, I will
have to examine other ways of taking the situation
forward, but we have clear protocols by which I want
to abide.

Mr Lunn: [ am one of those who still hope to see a
national stadium at the Maze. Does the Minister agree
that the problems in agreeing a way forward on the
Maze project are not entirely financial; nor are they
solely related to the business plan or even to the recent
impasse over Executive meetings? The problems stem
from the original disagreement concerning the inability
of the Minister’s party, and presumably the Minister
himself, to accept the concept of a conflict-
transformation centre on the Maze site.

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure: I hope
that the Member heard my initial response about the
business case for the Maze project, which was closely
examined by the Department of Finance and Personnel
and by the former First Minister. The Member
mentioned the conflict-transformation initiative, but
the issue remains — whether there was to be a
conflict-transformation initiative or not — that there
are serious questions about the funding of the Maze
project. That does not mean that it is inconceivable that
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the Maze project will proceed; however, three
Departments expressed concerns about the business
case. There is no disagreement in my party about the
way forward, because I have yet to bring the proposal
through the Executive, to the Committee for Culture,
Arts and Leisure and to the Assembly. When that
happens, the honourable Member and others will see
the unity on the outcome of those discussions.

Mrs D Kelly: I thank the Minister for his answer,
but the OFMDFM Committee — which I understand
has overall responsibility for the development of the
Maze/Long Kesh site — was told some months ago
that in order for any development to be on-site in time
for the London Olympics the application should have
been lodged by November of last year. We heard the
First Minister sharing his concerns about construction
jobs, and we have also been told that 10,000 jobs are at
stake. Is it the case that whenever a decision is made
on the Maze/Long Kesh project, the DUP will change
the Minister or will this Minister actually make a
decision?

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure: The
honourable Member issues a challenge on taking a
decision. I said, within weeks of taking office, that the
decision had to be taken in the autumn. It is now
autumn and I am ready to take the decision, but I need
an Executive meeting. I hope that the honourable
Member follows the logic of the argument. If an
Executive meeting is held on Thursday, I am ready to
put a paper to the Executive this Thursday to proceed.
The Member referred to the challenge of the 2012
Olympic Games. That will be a challenge, but it is not
at all beyond the bounds of possibility that if we take a
decision now — which I am ready to do — we will
have a stadium for 2012. We will have a stadium if we
take that decision now — which, as I say, I am ready,
prepared, and able to do — but I need an Executive
meeting to process the issue and to set in motion the
choreography that I have outlined. We need the
meeting, and, I hope, we will have it.

Mr Shannon: [ thank the Minister for his response.
It seems that those asking questions have failed to
understand the importance of the views of sports’
governing bodies. Have those bodies been made aware
of the alternatives to a multi-sports stadium at the
Maze? If so, what was their response?

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure: My
discussions with the three sporting bodies involved in
the Maze project were straightforward. I told each
body that I knew its previous position and asked
whether that position remained the same. I then asked
the three bodies what their preferred second option
would be. As a result of those discussions, and others
that I have had, I am in a position to furnish my
Executive colleagues with a paper that should end the
uncertainty. I can then begin significant and substantial

progress towards ensuring that the requirements of all
three sports are met. That is my aim and objective,
which will — hopefully — be achieved sooner rather
than later.

Rev Dr Robert Coulter: The Minister has partly
answered my question and answered the critics, but |
will read my question anyway. Is the Minister’s
prevarication and failure to make an announcement on
the Maze project directly due to political pressure from
Sinn Féin as part of ongoing negotiations between that
party and his? Does he agree that part of the finance
allocation for the Maze project should immediately be
redirected to upgrade existing sports facilities and
events, such as the North West 200 and the Ulster
Grand Prix?

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure: I
understand the honourable Member’s frustration,
which is shared by many people. However, I reiterate
that I took office in June and, within three weeks, said
that I wanted to meet all the governing bodies of the
sports involved in the Maze project, which I did before
the summer. I then said that [ wanted to make a
decision in the autumn; it is now the autumn, and I am
ready to make that decision. As per the rules that we
operate under, I must bring a paper on the issue to an
Executive meeting before I make a decision, which I
am ready to do on Thursday. If that happens, we are
immediately in business. I hope that the Executive
meeting is held on Thursday, and we will be in
business immediately thereafter.

Language Strategy

5. Dr Farry asked the Minister of Culture, Arts and
Leisure to report on his plans for a language strategy.
(AQO 618/09)

11. Mr O’Loan asked the Minister of Culture, Arts
and Leisure to provide an update on the development
of the indigenous languages strategy.  (AQO 671/09)

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure: With
your permission, Mr Speaker, I will answer questions 5
and 11 together. The interdepartmental charter
implementation group has begun consideration of a
strategy for indigenous minority languages. That
strategy aims to protect, enhance and develop the
Ulster-Scots language, heritage and culture and the
Irish language. I will present an initial paper to the
Executive Committee on that later this year.

Dr Farry: Does the Minister see a role for himself
in depoliticising the controversy that surrounds the
Irish language? Also, does he see any merit in a
potential compromise based on the language-scheme
approach that his Department consulted on prior to the
restoration of devolution, which reflects the reality on
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the ground from the bottom up, rather than imposing
something from the top down?

The Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure: I do
not disagree with the general thrust of the Member’s
comments. Depoliticising the Irish language is an
excellent idea, which should have been thought of
many years ago. There are many Irish-language
enthusiasts who do not politicise the language, but
those who do should cease forthwith. Hopefully, we
can advance a proposal for languages per se within a
non-political framework and in a non-contentious
manner.

4.00 pm

PRIVATE NOTICE QUESTION
Neighbourhood Renewal Projects in Belfast

Mr Speaker: I have received a private notice
question, in accordance with Standing Order 20, for
the Minister for Social Development.

Ms Ni Chuilin asked the Minister for Social
Development (i) whether the recent review that she
instructed departmental officials to conduct into
neighbourhood renewal projects in the Belfast area
will result in services and jobs being lost in this
geographical area and (ii) whether those projects that
are waiting on overdue payments from Belfast
regeneration offices will be paid immediately.

The Minister for Social Development (Ms
Ritchie): First, let me be clear that [ have not ordered
any review. Those who suggest that [ have ordered a
review are only creating unnecessary anxieties.

I will, however, answer the questions raised. I asked
for some financial information about the current
neighbourhood renewal process in Belfast. I want to
satisfy myself that best use is being made of available
resources, and, given the pressure on funds across my
Department, to make sure that sufficient funds are in
place in order to complete the programme.

I will be spending some £30 million on
neighbourhood renewal in Belfast over the next three
years. It is only right that before the first major tranche
of contracts are issued, I satisfy myself that the
resources are in place in order to complete the process,
and that resources are sufficient for purpose and
properly targeted in line with the appraisal processes
that officials are required to follow.

Neighbourhood renewal is about closing the gap
between the most disadvantaged in Northern Ireland
and the rest of our society. | want to see important
services delivered to people on the ground, whether by
statutory agencies or by voluntary and community
organisations. The role of my Department’s
neighbourhood renewal investment fund is to ensure
that such services are delivered, not to sustain jobs in
voluntary and community-sector organisations.

I hope that when the process is completed, we will
have a stronger focus on services. | have said on the
record that individual appraisals and approvals of local
neighbourhood renewal projects will be conducted by
officials. I will not get involved in those decisions, and
I expect that the majority of existing posts will continue
to be funded. However, I can give no guarantees.
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Payments under contracts for funding will not fall
due until those contracts have been approved, issued
and signed. I am bound by Government accounting
rules, commonly known as managing public money,
which prohibit advance payments. I can assure the
Member that, when contracts for funding are in force,
payments will be made in a timely manner.

I expect to be able to make an announcement in the
next few days about the clearance of contracts. I wish
to remind Members that neighbourhood renewal is the
Executive’s main programme for tackling disadvantage.
There is an onus on other Departments to match the
commitment and, perhaps more importantly, the
resources of the Department for Social Development
with regard to projects.

Ms Ni Chuilin: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. If it walks like a review and looks like a
review, it is a review. Forbye all that, the Minister did
not answer the question about jobs and services being
lost with regard to the outcome of this review. For
example, in the Crumlin and Ardoyne wards in north
Belfast, the neighbourhood renewal partnership has
been suspended and workers are in receipt of
redundancy and protective notices. As a result of the
Minister’s political interference and, indeed, political
vetting of that project — [Interruption.]

Mr Speaker: Order.

Ms Ni Chuilin: All the economic appraisals for
each of the partnerships have been conducted, and the
panels recommended that most of those projects be
funded. What, therefore, is the reason for the delay?
These services, which are for the most deprived areas
in the North of Ireland, are now at risk.

The Minister for Social Development: [ am deeply
disappointed at the comments made by the Member. [
emphasise, yet again, that I have not ordered any
review, and those who have suggested that I have
ordered a review are the ones who are creating
anxieties and uncertainty on the ground.

I again emphasise that I have asked for financial
information about the current neighbourhood renewal
process in Belfast.

I want to be satisfied that the best use is being made
of available resources and also, given the pressure on
departmental funds, to ensure that they are sufficient to
complete the programme. Furthermore, I understand
the difficulties of groups whose money has run out. I
hope to have some good news for them in the future.

Mr Attwood: I urge you, Mr Speaker, to reflect
upon the comments of the Member for North Belfast,
who said that there has been political interference and
vetting. I ask you to rule on those comments at another
time. If true, they would be a breach of the Minister’s

Pledge of Office, her commitment to political impartiality
and, even more fundamentally, of her proven input —

Mr Speaker: I ask the Member to put his question.

Mr Attwood: I have raised a matter about the
comments of the Member for North Belfast, who has
strayed beyond political convention in the Chamber
and has made serious allegations of political
interference and vetting.

Mr Speaker: Order. I insist that the Member put his
supplementary question to the Minister.

Mr Attwood: I look forward to your ruling on that
matter, Mr Speaker.

I ask the Minister whether she agrees that, given
that she has demonstrated an unambiguous
commitment to people who are in social and housing
need, it is a bit rich for certain people to come to the
Chamber and make ridiculous allegations that she has
created undue anxiety in the community. /Interruption.]

Will you call to order those who interrupt me, Mr
Speaker?

Mr Speaker: Order. I remind the Member that [
have given him considerable latitude on the issue. He
must ask the Minister a supplementary question. I have
already prompted him twice. Let us try to get to the
supplementary question.

Mr Attwood: I am mindful of what you said, Mr
Speaker.

Given that the Minister has stated in the Chamber
today that the responsibility for neighbourhood
renewal does not fall exclusively to her Department
and that it is a shared responsibility across Government
and the Departments of other Ministers, I ask her
simply to tell Members what commitments have come
from her ministerial colleagues, including those from
the party from which the question emanates.

The Minister for Social Development: I thank the
Member for his question. Members may find some
background information helpful.

As one who is deeply interested in social disadvantage
— who puts need and the delivery of services to meet that
need at the centre of everything that I do — I want to
emphasise the point that there is a budget for neighbour-
hood renewal that will be spent in neighbourhood-
renewal areas. The £30 million that has been allocated
for Belfast’s neighbourhood-renewal areas during the
next three years will be spent in those areas. Therefore,
people who live in disadvantaged, neighbourhood-
renewal areas need not worry on that score.

As regards my colleague’s question about the
Executive’s and ministerial colleagues’ commitment, [
remind Members that neighbourhood renewal is the
Executive’s main programme for tackling disadvantage.
There is an onus on other Departments to match the
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commitment and, perhaps, more important, the
resources of the Department for Social Development
(DSD) towards projects.

I understand that the Member for North Belfast Ms
Ni Chuilin has asked various Ministers about their
commitment to neighbourhood renewal. I will provide
the House with some detail. The Minister of
Agriculture and Rural Development said that her
Department:

“has no direct involvement in the Programme, and would have
no remit to fund posts and services in connection with it”,

even though her Department has a representative on
the partnership body. The First Minister and the deputy
First Minister said:

“OFMDEFM as a Department has a role to play across a number
of activities which form part of the overall Neighbourhood Renewal

network but does not directly fund Neighbourhood Renewal posts
and services.”

OFMDEFM is also represented on the Minister-led
partnership body. Therefore, Mr Speaker, I must ask what
other Departments’ commitment and buy-in are when
neighbourhood renewal is an Executive-led initiative.

All Members of the Assembly — and of the Executive,
were it allowed to meet — should ask those questions,
try to tackle that issue and demonstrate real care and
commitment on the ground, particularly in disadvantaged
areas, instead of engaging in petty political point-
scoring and trying to undermine certain individuals.

Mrs Long: I recognise the Minister’s point that this
is a significant amount of funding and that processes
have to be followed.

I have corresponded with the Minister concerning
an issue that arose in my constituency. I understand her
point that the funding is not intended to provide jobs
for people. However, last week, half the staff engaged
on that project went without salaries; this week, all the
staff will do so. If interim arrangements are not put in
place, is there not a risk that, by the time final
decisions are taken, delivery of service will have been
negatively impacted upon by the loss of qualified and
experienced staff?

Minister for Social Development: I thank Mrs
Long for her question. Unlike others, she has written to
me directly about this matter. I understand the difficulties
faced by the group whose money has run out, and I
hope to have some good news for it later in the week.
However, I am bound by Government accounting rules
in relation to gap funding and — [Interruption.]

Mr Speaker: Order. The Minister has the Floor.

The Minister for Social Development: Therefore, [
want to pursue all the issues relating to that matter.

I emphasise to the House that for me, need takes
priority. That is the most important thing. I want
services delivered where there is need.

PRIVATE MEMBERS’ BUSINESS

The Protection of Children
and Vulnerable Adults (POCVA)

Debate resumed on motion:

That this Assembly notes the waiting time for POCVA checks to
be processed; further notes that this is adversely affecting child care
centres, amongst other employers; and asks the Secretary of State to
investigate the situation and ensure that applications are processed
as a matter of urgency.

[Mr J Shannon]

Mrs I Robinson: [ take the opportunity to congratulate
my party colleagues for securing the debate, which is
timely and very important to communities outside this
great Building.

As legislation stands, the comprehensive vetting
system plays a central role in the recruitment
procedures of all sorts of organisations and groups.
Failure to adhere to the legislation will have grave
repercussions: ignoring it is therefore not an option. It
is crucial that the vetting system is operated as
effectively and efficiently as possible. The inevitable
result of inefficiency is that applications are delayed
and, subsequently, organisations seeking employees,
and individuals seeking employment, are left in limbo.
That is what happened in Northern Ireland during the
summer months, and it prompted a wave of complaints
to be lodged directly with Access Northern Ireland and
with constituency offices across the Province.

Although Access Northern Ireland has met its
obligations in relation to basic and standard checks, the
enhanced disclosure scheme has collapsed. Initial
assurances were that the process would take no longer
than eight weeks; however, that period has spiralled to
over 13 weeks, causing absolute havoc for all those
involved.

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

I was contacted by several nursing homes, each of
which expressed considerable frustration in relation to
the lack of progress of applications for vacancies that
they desperately needed to fill. That put the nursing
homes in an incredibly difficult position as they
struggled to ensure sufficient cover. In one instance,
the process took so long that the successful applicant
had to decline the offer and seek employment
elsewhere. That has happened time and again across
the constituencies. In another instance, one of my
constituents, who had spent years studying at
university, had graduated with a Postgraduate
Certificate in Education this summer and who was
desperately seeking work, had to turn down at least
five offers of employment. Owing to the backlog, her
application lay for over a month before it was even
considered, and she has yet to receive clearance.
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A local community association also contacted me. It
provides an after-school club, a school-holiday club,
youth clubs and senior citizens’ lunch clubs, and
employs qualified staff as well as volunteers. The
association interviewed people and offered a vacant
play-worker position to an applicant in April,
expecting that clearance would have been secured
before the commencement of the holiday club. However,
clearance was not received until the end of August.

All the situations that I have described are the
results of delays that have been experienced at Access
Northern Ireland. Responsibility for that lies solely at
the doors of the Department of Health, Social Services
and Public Safety and the Northern Ireland Office.

4.15 pm

Although it is crucial that we do as much as possible
to protect the most vulnerable in our society,
legislation on the matter is now so profuse that many
community and voluntary sectors are reviewing their
willingness to provide services, and others who may
have an interest are recoiling due to the amount of
bureaucracy that is involved. That situation must be
resolved as soon as possible. We are facing a meltdown
in nursing homes and in areas that deal with the most
vulnerable in our society, that is, young children. If we
cannot give that group the necessary protection, we are
in a great mess. I ask the Secretary of State and the
Department of Health to do all that they can to ensure
that there are no more delays in resolving the issue.

Mr Elliott: I also thank Mr Shannon and his
colleagues for tabling the motion at this time, given the
stage that we have reached with the issue. It is a hugely
concerning matter. | have recorded delays of up to 20
weeks in getting an enhanced check through the
process. That is clearly unacceptable. Not all the checks
take 20 weeks, but delays exist. The provision of
domiciliary care, nursing and residential care in nursing
homes, hospital trusts, education boards, nurseries and
playgroups, as well as in early-years provision, are
being thrown into near chaos as a result of the delays.

It worries me more that when the undertaking was
given that 90% of enhanced checks would be
completed within four weeks, some of the service
providers warned that that would not be possible with
existing resources and procedures. Nothing was done
to rectify the situation at that time, and that has created
a huge gap in provision. I believe that the provision
that was given when that undertaking was made was
hugely misguided.

However, there is an opportunity to move the
process on. Suggestions have been made that the
situation will be resolved and that the four-week
deadline will be reinstated by the end of the year. I
hope that that is true, but given past history, I have
grave doubts as to whether that will happen.

I understand that there was a temporary relaxation
of the regulations sometime between 4 June and 25
July 2008. I am told that a further relaxation of those
regulations came into effect from 21 August. I would
like clarification at some stage as to whether that is
accurate and as to whether those relaxations have
occurred since 21 August. The relaxations should
allow providers to get an indication of suitability from
Access Northern Ireland from the initial checks that
they perform. That organisation is provided with a list
of unacceptable people. Service providers should be
given the chance to see that list at the earliest
opportunity so that they can decide whether they want
to progress with the temporary employment of
someone who applies for a job and who is not on the
list and then put them under strict supervision. That
would at least allow the issue to progress.

Another difficulty is that once a check has been
completed, that person cannot carry that authority with
them if they move jobs within a short timescale —
they must go through the entire process again.

In one instance, one of my constituents made an
application through AccessNI, but the job was filled in
the meantime. The person got adequate provision from
AccessNI and, within five days, was offered another
job; but that individual was not allowed to take up that
job, simply because the original check could not be
transferred to a new employer. That really must be
resolved; some sort of follow-up process should allow
a check to be carried on to a new employer. Those
issues could be helped and improved within a very
short timescale.

We need to see an improvement in the service. The
Minister has indicated that more staff have been put in
place and have been asked to work longer hours to try
to resolve the backlog. There must be clear answers;
will the problem be resolved in the short term, before
Christmas? If it is not resolved, providers will not be
able to forward plan. If an employee at a local
playgroup or nursing home gives a weeks notice, that
vacancy cannot be filled. That is the difficulty, and I
want it to be resolved as soon as possible.

Mrs M Bradley: The protection of children and
vulnerable adults is, and should always be, of
paramount importance to all Departments that have
responsibility for delivering services of any type to the
people of Northern Ireland. Currently, the caring
services appear to be hit the hardest by the backlog and
tardy processing and by what that means for recruitment
and the roll-out of care. It is vital that the vetting
procedures and security checks are carried out in a
timely fashion.

In recent months, my constituency office has
received many complaints from individuals who have
made applications for posts and are awaiting clearance
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by Access Northern Ireland. In one case, a mental-
health nurse’s application took 28 weeks for clearance.
That is totally unacceptable. Last month, we received
several complaints from separate organisations that are
awaiting clearance on various appointments and are
desperately in need of additional staff. None of us
would condone the appointment of workers without
the appropriate checks having been carried out.
However, a better screening system is vital.

Minister Goggins told us publicly that he
acknowledges that there is a problem and that staff are
working longer hours and more staff are being
employed to clear the backlog. Despite all those
additional hours, it is not clear that the problem has
been overcome. Is the very process at fault? At this
stage, we must consider that, as more and more
requests for clearance come through AccessNI, the
backlog will continue, and staff deployed to deal with
the initial problem will probably be resited or will
return to their previous posts. The problem will linger
until there is another round of complaints and — as
with many of the motions that we debate — we find
ourselves in the same position, in another few months,
demanding change and urgent better practice.

In today’s employment and financial climate, there
is desperation in the air as the credit crunch really gets
its teeth stuck in. Even in a stable economy,
employment in Northern Ireland has always been
scarce, to say the least. However, in the midst of the
current crisis, employment is more important than ever
before. For families, employment means a salary,
which could be the difference between living on the
breadline or not. Given that scenario, the vetting
process must be efficient, effective and responsive.

None of us wishes to criticise a process that was put
in place to ensure the protection of children and
vulnerable people. However, when that very process is
backfiring on those whom it is supposed to protect, we
are left with no option but to use whatever vehicle we
can to improve the delivery of that process.

A full and frank investigation into vetting procedures
and the causes for such lengthy delays must be
implemented sooner rather than later, if we are to have
even the slightest chance of providing an efficient
service with a response time that will benefit the client
and the applicant. In short, it is down to time, which,
as the saying goes, is of the essence. Better safe than
sorry should be the order of the day when dealing with
the protection of children and vulnerable adults.
However, if the situation is not put right immediately,
each day hundreds, if not thousands, of children and
vulnerable adults will be put at risk by the very process
that is there to assist and protect them and their care.

The Security Minister must now act to put an end to
a situation that has all the symptoms of meltdown.

I could mention several cases and describe to
Members how the vetting process is being applied. The
people concerned must wait and wait while organisations
need them to do the jobs to which they have been
appointed; and the people for whom they have been
appointed to care are being sold short.

Schools are in the same position. I know of one
school that is waiting for 11 clearances and has
received none. The school term began at start of
September, but those cases have still not been cleared.
A moment ago, someone in the Chamber handed me a
note informing me that it took two hours to get a phone
call through to Access Northern Ireland. What chance
does that give people who need to contact the
organisation? Public representatives do not even have
a hotline to Access Northern Ireland — perhaps they
should, because that may help slightly. It is totally
unacceptable that it takes two hours to get through to
an organisation of that nature.

Mr Ross: | congratulate the Members who tabled
the motion on an issue that affects thousands of people
across the country. To place in context how many
people are affected, some 12 million people in the
United Kingdom are employed in jobs that require
them to undergo a security check, and more than 6,000
applications are being processed in Northern Ireland
alone. The safety of children and vulnerable adults is
regarded, rightly, as an important issue, and the
Assembly must take it seriously.

The Protection of Children and Vulnerable Adults
(Northern Ireland) Order 2003 aims to improve
safeguards for vulnerable sections of society and is, on
the face of it, extremely welcome. It is important that
groups and organisations that work with children and
vulnerable adults can be confident that their employees
are not a threat to the well-being of those in their care.
The Order also gives added peace of mind to family
members who place their loved ones in the care of others.

However, the fact that a huge backlog of cases
threatens people’s jobs and childcare, health and
education facilities is not welcome. As Mrs Naomi
Long said, the threat extends even beyond that to
leaders of voluntary groups. At present, the delays are
as long as two months, which is frustrating for those
people who are being prevented from going to work,
and that was not the timescale that was envisaged
when the process was established. It was stated at that
time that Access Northern Ireland would process the
majority of applications within only a few weeks. I
know of cases in my constituency of applications not
even being on the system by then.

I want to mention one particular case with which I
have been dealing in my constituency — with, [ must
say, little success. I was contacted by a lady who had
been working at the PlayAway Nursery in Island
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Magee. That is a fairly small nursery that employs only
three members of staff. The lady had been working
there for some time, but she is still waiting for her
vetting clearance to come through. She was told that
she cannot go back to work there until the vetting
forms have been returned. The nursery simply cannot
survive with two members of staff, and my constituent
is understandably irritated that she cannot continue in
the job that she loves because of delays and red tape.

Mrs Dowey is not alone in her frustration. If the
delay causes the nursery to close, the parents must
look elsewhere for childcare. When I asked Access
Northern Ireland whether it could fast-track the
application, I was told that that was not possible. The
organisation said that it had not even begun to process
the application because it was still working through
others that it had received several months earlier.
Thankfully, Access Northern Ireland finally agreed to
prioritise the application and process it manually, but it
still took some time and remains unresolved.

It is not only the PlayAway Nursery that suffers
from being placed in that impossible position.
Members have heard today of many nursing homes
and childcare facilities across Northern Ireland that are
in a similar position. As groups experience difficulty in
hiring staff, the delays put children and vulnerable
adults at risk, because those who are keen to work are
left at home, awaiting clearance or, as is more often the
case, walk away from the job to do something else. As
previously mentioned, most people cannot afford to
wait for clearance or rely on their wages to survive,
particularly now that current global economic
conditions are severely stretching household finances.

My constituent Mrs Dowey loved the work that she
was doing and is willing to wait for clearance, but the
vast majority of people simply cannot afford to take
that option. It is paramount that changes be made to
the system to make it more efficient and speedy, so
that groups and childcare facilities are not put under
pressure to find accredited staff, and so that ever more
people are not forced to walk away from jobs that they
enjoy. I support the motion.

Mr Beggs: I also support the motion, and I declare
an interest as a volunteer officer in the Boys’ Brigade. I,
in common with others in the Chamber, am subject to
vetting checks. Potentially, people in voluntary services
will not be able to provide support to their communities
or facilitate the progress and learning of children.

Furthermore, I am a member of Horizon Sure Start,
which employs people in the children’s sector. That
organisation may experience delays. My son, who is
seeking part-time employment, has experienced
difficulties with the legislation, whereby the employer
told him that he could not start employment until the

completion of the process. That process has taken
several months.

4.30 pm

Lessons must be learnt from the Soham inquiry, and
legislation must be produced and delivered. At the
minute, delivery is failing. The legislation is correct in
theory, but systems must be established, and the
resources must be available to ensure delivery. As
other Members said, a wide range of services is
affected, including critical areas such as children’s
services, nursing homes, residential homes, the
teaching profession and the PSNI. The Northern
Ireland Office and AccessNI are endangering children
and vulnerable people. As a result of the delays, there
is a risk of understaffing and failing to help children
and vulnerable adults. That is an indictment of the
Northern Ireland Office and AccessNI, and the
situation must be rectified immediately.

Mr Elliott: Is the Member aware that, in some
cases, service providers have received personal details
of someone other than the individual who applied for
the job?

Mr Beggs: [ am aware of that; it is a serious breach
of data protection legislation and an indictment of the
administration that is handling that sensitive personal
information.

Successful applicants who cannot start employment
will seek other jobs. That adds huge costs to the
system such as re-advertising costs for employers and
costs of submitting additional checks. That bungs up
the system, and AccessNI may receive more
applications for every full-time job than is necessary.
Removal of that bottleneck is essential.

One of my constituents is experiencing difficulties
receiving clearance to become a part-time taxi driver.
After six months, his application has still not proceeded.
That individual has a clean record and is a respected
member of the local community. That is an important
employment issue and, moreover, affects our towns
and city centres in the evenings, particularly on Friday
and Saturday nights. AccessNI is not allowing young
people to travel home safely and quickly, and avoid
potential difficulties on the streets.

We must introduce new legislation to improve the
safety of children and vulnerable adults. Where are the
systems, resources and staff to deliver those
improvements? The Northern Ireland Office must fix
the situation. I concur with my colleague Tom Elliott,
who outlined that the system must be altered — even
temporarily. Individuals have received approval and,
five days later, are told that they must return to the
bottom of the pile and wait several months before they
consider a similar job in a similar location. That is
ridiculous; it is bureaucracy gone mad, and changes
are essential. A rolling extension to those procedures
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— whereby an increasing number of areas will be
scrutinised — is in operation. It is essential that the
scheduling is carefully examined in order to ensure
delivery and to ensure that our children and vulnerable
adults do not experience further difficulties.

Miss Mcllveen: I support the motion and thank my
colleagues for highlighting such an important and
timely matter.

The vetting of those who work or volunteer with
children or vulnerable adults is one part of our system
that is in place to stop unsuitable people getting access
to those who are at risk. Members will know that
emergency legislation was introduced earlier this year
that temporarily relaxed current vetting procedures
pending receipt of an enhanced-disclosure certificate,
but such legislation was absolutely essential to enable
key establishments to recruit adequate staff.

We are all aware of the graphic results when a
protective system fails, and we recall the terrible
events in Soham and the activities of lan Huntley.
More locally, the inquiry of 1993 that produced the
‘An Abuse of Trust’ report examined the activities of
sex offender Martin Huston, who managed to abuse
children in a number of organisations, despite some
professionals being aware of the risk that he posed and
his past offences, combined with a then lax and
underdeveloped system of pre-employment vetting.

With the enactment of the Protection of Children
and Vulnerable Adults (Northern Ireland) Order 2003,
arrangements were strengthened, and further built on
the provision of the pre-employment consultancy service
that was run by the Department of Health, Social Services
and Public Safety. The 2003 legislation significantly
improved vetting requirements and created a statutory
disqualification list, and made vetting and reporting
those who had harmed children a requirement for a
range of posts in childcare organisations.

For others, mainly in the community and voluntary
sector, uniformed and sporting organisations, the
vetting of those who sought posts was facilitated by
the legislation, encouraged by the Department of
Health and Social Services and was widely prescribed
as good practice. Running parallel to Protection of
Children and Vulnerable Adults (Northern Ireland)
Order 2003 was the issue of Part V of the Police Act
1997, which was enacted in all other parts of the UK
with the exception of Northern Ireland, despite the fact
that Parliament intended the legislation to apply here.

The NIO eventually implemented Part V of the
Police Act 1997 this year — 11 years later. That also
facilitated the establishment of AccessNI to process
vetting checks, which took over that responsibility
from the Department of Education and the Department
of Health. Part V of the Police Act 1997 also created a
more robust statutory process for the police to provide

disclosure information, particularly in enhanced
disclosures when relevant, non-conviction data can be
provided.

A lot of work has gone in to encouraging organisations
to carry out vetting checks and to operate the new
processes and arrangements. However, it is regrettable
to witness the considerable delays that have developed
very quickly with AccessNI. Similar problems occurred
when the Criminal Records Bureau was established in
England and Wales. It is extremely disappointing that
we find ourselves in the same position and that lessons
do not seem to have been learned. For whatever reason,
that is totally unacceptable and must be resolved
immediately if public confidence in vetting is not to be
undermined.

We have heard countless examples today of
organisations that are unable to recruit quickly to a
range of posts and sectors, which causes real hardship.
That is also unacceptable, and decisive action is
required. In my own constituency, Comber YFC had to
wait almost four months before its youth worker could
begin work. As for volunteers, there is a constant delay
in the process, and, subsequently, people tend to lose
interest and move on to some other charities while
waiting. It has become rather like a lottery for
individuals who want to offer their services — they
simply make themselves available to a selection of
youth charities and the one that comes back the
quickest is where they go.

Following the Bichard Inquiry, new legislation is in
the offing in the form of the safeguarding vulnerable
groups Order, and in the radical new vetting and barring
regimes that are being introduced by that legislation in
Northern Ireland in October 2009. AccessNI will play
a pivotal role in that, and will process applications for
the new continuous monitoring scheme. Current
problems will be dwarfed by what will come at that
point. It is absolutely essential that problems in
business processing and timescales are resolved.

The Minister, Paul Goggins, has taken a personal
interest in this issue. I add my voice to the call for him
to ensure, as a matter of importance, that the turnaround
time for enhanced disclosure is brought back to four
weeks. It is essential that he acts, and does so quickly.
It may be also be very helpful if the Minister were to
appear in person before the Education and Health
Committees to advise as to the current position.

Mr Hamilton: The problem with speaking at this
stage of a debate is that everything that could possibly
be said on the subject has already been said by a variety
of Members. As you know, Mr Deputy Speaker, as will
other Members in the House, that is not something that
has stopped me in the past, and it is not something that
will stop me now.
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It is refreshing that there has been unanimity
throughout the Chamber on this very important issue.
Having listened to the debate, it is clear that few
MLAs or constituencies have not been adversely
affected by this matter and, throughout the summer
and recently, MLAs have encountered a broad range of
complaints from various sectors about it.

I shall address the points that were made by several
Members. However, nothing that I say should be
misconstrued as a call for a rolling back of the structures
that are in place — far from it. We have heard about
various horrors over the years in the education sector,
in nursing homes and in the health sector, and about the
dreadful things that can go wrong if checks into people’s
background fail to happen. That is not a situation to
which we wish to return; we want to move on.

I welcome the breadth and depth of AccessNI’s
strong system of checks into people who work with
children and vulnerable adults. That system co-
ordinates the work of the Northern Ireland Office, the
police, the Department of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety, and the Department of Education. I
welcome that system’s alignment with the rest of the
UK, and I welcome AccessNI’s ambitious targets. I am
sure that we all agree that, if delivered, four weeks for
an enhanced check is a reasonable amount of time for
someone to accept and take up a post and to offer
notice to an employer. In such situations, everything
should move relatively smoothly.

However, the system of which we are so welcoming
is not working; it is badly failing many people. As
many Members said, it is ironic that a system that is
meant to protect children and vulnerable people is
actually putting those people at unnecessary risk
because it is failing to deliver its service.

There are many reasons for being in that predicament;
however, although many are understandable, they are
unacceptable. The setting up of any new agency poses
problems. The establishment of AccessNI coincided
with the establishment of many community and
voluntary sector and council summer schemes, and
that probably did not help at the start. In addition,
throughout Northern Ireland, there is a general rise in
the uptake of such checks. All of those factors have
had an impact on the predicament in which we find
ourselves, but none is acceptable.

I share some of Naomi Long’s concerns. She said
that, although there may be particular failings, there
may also be inherent problems with the system and
how it works that have been inherited by AccessNI
from the old system.

I could, as other Members have, recount umpteen
examples of AccessNI’s failure to work properly for
people in the voluntary and community sector, the
education sector, and the health sector. I have been in

contact with a great many nursing homes that are
experiencing real problems, including, for example,
one that attempted to recruit people from India, who
were unable to do their jobs while checks were being
processed.

Michelle Mcllveen spoke about volunteers who are
waiting for positive checks to be processed, and many
good schemes are losing such volunteers. I spoke with
the manager of a community group who said that,
having gone through the process of recruiting an
after-school club manager in May, his clearance did
not come through, and therefore that person was not
able to start until September. Consequently, critical
time in establishing an after-school club programme
was lost, and that club could not start until well into
the academic year. Those are typical of the type of
problems that are being experienced.

Jim Shannon spoke about how other councils and
groups that were setting up summer schemes have lost
out.

4.45 pm

The impact of all the delays is severe and widespread.
Vulnerable people — including children and vulnerable
adults — are being deprived of the services, which are
not being delivered. Although not exclusively, in most
cases the least well-off in our society are losing out. By
and large, summer schemes and schemes that are run
by the community and voluntary sectors, for example,
are not operating in the most well-off parts of Northern
Ireland; they are working in those communities that
very much need those services. Therefore, it is the
people that those services are aimed at — the elderly,
children in care, former offenders, and the mentally ill
— who are losing out as a result of the checks not
coming through. Therefore, the most vulnerable in our
society are suffering as a result of those problems.

The inability of nursing homes to recruit staff is
having an adverse effect on those businesses and on
health targets in general. Working in a nursing or a
care home is not a glamorous job at the best of times;
it is difficult work that is a vocation for many people.
Given the current economic climate, when someone
who is seeking employment applies for a job in a
nursing or a care home and finds that there is an
inordinate delay in their taking up that post, there is an
obvious attraction for them to work in a corner shop or
in a major supermarket, for example, where they do
not have to go through any vetting process and where
the work may be easier or better paid. The nursing or
care homes will then lose out.

[ am aware of one nursing home that has had to
close one floor because of the loss of staff that it has
suffered and because of its inability to fill those
vacancies quickly, with the result that 12 beds are not
being filled. Therefore, 12 elderly people with care
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needs could be in those beds and getting the service
that they require. However, that is not happening. That
also has an adverse effect on the operation of that
nursing home as a business, and it does not help to
case the problem of bed blocking.

It was mentioned that there is a cost to an organisation
as a result of losing out on a person whom it wanted to
recruit — it must re-advertise the position and pay
another fee for an enhanced check. There is also a cost
to the worker, given that some people may want to take
up a post but are unable to do so and are, therefore, losing
out on the money that they would earn over that time.

The problem has been acknowledged at the
appropriate levels of Government, and, as has been
mentioned, temporary measures to deal with it have
been put in place. However, it is clear that those
measures are not working either. The letters that were
to be issued have been delayed, with the result that that
process has not been simple and straightforward. The
letters are certainly not a long-term solution and are
not entirely appropriate for people who are offering
one-to-one care. In many ways, the letters are putting
the burden on organisations and businesses to employ
someone and, in doing so, to take a risk. That is not
something that I or any Member would encourage a
business to do.

As I said, the problem has been acknowledged at the
highest level. That is a start, at least. It would help if
Access Northern Ireland information were made
accessible to us, as elected representatives, and to the
businesses and organisations that use it. Along with
other Members, I am concerned that, at times, it is
impossible to gain information from Access Northern
Ireland and that, at other times, such information is
released quite slowly. From speaking to other Members,
I know that they have also encountered that problem.

I do not know whether the problem is with the
system, with the availability of resources, or whether it
is a combination of both. I suspect that it is a systemic
problem and that the structure must be improved and
supported with the appropriate resources. Whatever the
problem, a solution must be found, because far too many
people in our society who are vulnerable and in need
of the services that are provided by various businesses
and groups in our community are losing out. That is
unacceptable. I therefore commend the motion.

Question put and agreed to.

Resolved:

That this Assembly notes the waiting time for POCVA checks to
be processed; further notes that this is adversely affecting child care
centres, amongst other employers; and asks the Secretary of State to
investigate the situation and ensure that applications are processed
as a matter of urgency.

Adjourned at 4.49 pm.
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The Assembly met at 10.30 am (Mr Deputy Speaker
[Mr McClarty] in the Chair).

Members observed two minutes’ silence.

MINISTERIAL STATEMENT

Independent Review of the
Outbreak of Clostridium Difficile in
Northern Trust Hospitals

Mr Deputy Speaker: I have received notice from
the Minister of Health, Social Services and Public
Safety that he wishes to make a statement on the
independent review of the outbreak of clostridium
difficile in Northern Trust hospitals.

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety (Mr McGimpsey): [ wish to update the
Assembly on the outbreak of clostridium difficile in
Northern Health and Social Care Trust hospitals and
on the independent review of that outbreak. Members
may recall that [ made a statement to the Assembly on
the review team’s interim report on 3 June 2008.

I am pleased to advise Members that the outbreak is
over and that the Northern Trust was able to declare
that that was the case as of the end of August.

From the outset, my top priority was to bring the
outbreak to an end as quickly as possible and to ensure
that every effort was made to achieve that. That is why
I brought in the NHS’s cleaner hospitals team to assist
the trust. I am grateful to that team for its contribution,
and, indeed, its support will continue well into 2009.

I also pay tribute to the staff in the Northern Trust
who worked extremely hard over a long, difficult
period to bring the outbreak under control.

The outbreak was declared in January 2008. In
February, I asked the Regulation and Quality
Improvement Authority (RQIA) to carry out an
independent, rigorous review, the purpose of which
was to identify, as quickly as possible, the lessons that
needed to be learned from the outbreak so that they
could be acted on.

I made it clear from the outset that the review
should be conducted in such a way that would not

hamper the efforts to contain the outbreak. For that
reason, its first phase review concentrated on the other
four trusts.

The review team produced an interim report at the
end of May 2008, which I presented to the Assembly
on 3 June 2008. I have now received the final report,
and I am making that available to Members today.

The review included the following key elements a
review of extensive documentation provided by the
Department, the Northern Trust and the Northern
Health and Social Services Board; a review of the
actions of the Department and the Northern Board on
policy development, performance management,
accountability and guidance provided to the Northern
Trust; a review of all surveillance reports; and a
root-cause analysis of the outbreak. That analysis
included an examination of the Northern Trust’s
arrangement for governance, infection control, prudent
antibiotic prescribing, clinical care, and environmental
cleanliness and communications.

That analysis covered three periods. First, the period
up to 16 June 2007 — the day on which a positive
toxin sample for clostridium difficile was taken from a
patient in Antrim Area Hospital. A second sample that
was taken from the same patient on 16 July 2007 was,
later, sent for culturing, and it was confirmed as
clostridium difficile ribotype 027 on 14 September 2007.

Secondly, ribotype 027 was present from 17 June
2007 to 7 January 2008, but that was before the
clostridium difficile outbreak was declared. Thirdly,
the period of the declared outbreak was from 7 January
onwards.

The methodology consisted of two main parts: the
investigation of what happened, and the analysis of
why it happened. In its examination of the first period,
the review sought to establish the level of preparedness
for such an outbreak across Northern Ireland and in the
Northern Health and Social Care Trust. Members will
recall that the Northern Health and Social Care Trust
was established in April 2007, following the merger of
Homefirst Community Trust, Causeway Health and
Social Services Trust and United Hospitals Health and
Social Services Trust.

The review team found that the Northern Trust’s
lines of accountability for infection, prevention and
control were clear. The team did not consider that the
merger was detrimental in that respect, as there was
significant continuity in staffing. Infection prevention
and control were high on the agenda across Northern
Ireland. That was evidenced by the range of policies
that were in place, such as the Changing the Culture
strategy, the antimicrobial resistance action plan and
cleanliness audits. The Northern Trust was proactive in
adopting those policies. It was the first of the new trusts
to identify an infection prevention-and-control lead.
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The review team found that clostridium difficile was
being taken seriously across Northern Ireland. However,
the review found that there was a lack of awareness in
Northern Ireland of the potential consequences of the
emergence of a virulent strain of clostridium difficile,
and that impacted on decisions that were made before
the outbreak was declared. That was similar to the
position in the rest of the United Kingdom.

The Northern Trust was as well prepared as any
other trust in Northern Ireland to deal with an outbreak.
However, the review found that the trust did not have
effective systems in place to ensure that policies adopted
by the trust board were being implemented and observed
at ward level. For instance, an antibiotic policy was in
place, but there were problems with adherence to it.

When clostridium difficile ribotype 027 appeared in
Northern Ireland for the first time in January 2007, the
infection-control systems and cleaning arrangements in
the Northern Trust were not robust enough to cope.
That was compounded by the significant level of
patient transfers between hospitals in the trust, which
reflected the pressure on beds that was brought about
by high occupancy and throughput. Shortfalls in
nursing and cleaning staff in the southern part of the
trust also contributed to the pressures.

In the second period — after 16 June 2007 — the
incidence of clostridium difficile increased from
August. In August and September, there were clusters
of cases in Antrim, and, in October, there were cases in
Whiteabbey. There was a fall in cases in November.
That may have been grounds for believing that the
trust had brought the number of cases under control,
but, with the benefit of hindsight, we know that that
improvement was deceptive. In December, there was
an increase in the number of clostridium difficile cases
and deaths.

Looking at that period, the review team found that
there was a delay in recognising that there was an
outbreak at that time. The review team identified a
number of possible contributory factors — information
systems in the trust did not facilitate tracking and
monitoring of real-time trends and the detection of
clusters; and there were delays in receiving ribotype
information. Analysis of ribotype cases across the
affected hospitals could have enabled the trust to
identify, more quickly, a pattern that was not fully
apparent at individual hospital level.

In the third period, after 7 January 2008 — when
the outbreak was declared — the chief executive took
personal control immediately. She convened and
chaired an outbreak control team, and the review team
found that that helped to speed up decision-making.

The Northern Health and Social Services Board
provided practical and financial support to the trust to
manage the outbreak, and officials in the Department

provided support to the trust when the outbreak was
declared. A decision was quickly taken to manage
affected patients on one ward. The review team
considered that a very positive move and a significant
control measure.

The review found that between 16 June 2007 and 30
June 2008, 297 patients tested positive for clostridium
difficile. That group had been inpatients in the
hospitals of the former United Hospitals Trust when
the sample was taken. Based on information provided
by the Registrar General on data up to 31 May 2008,
clostridium difficile was mentioned on the death
certificates of 41 of those 297 patients.

The principal conclusion of the review was that the
outbreak was caused by the emergence of the virulent
027 strain in Northern Ireland, and a lack of awareness
of the implications of 027 led to some delays in
decision-making.

The final report contains 17 recommendations, in
addition to 36 recommendations that were made in the
interim report. Five of the final report’s recommendations
are for region-wide action, and include the
establishment of a formal risk-assessment system for
emerging threats from specific infectious diseases, to
be led by the new regional agency; a review of
regional arrangements for public-health advice and
outbreak support for trusts; further action on antibiotic
prescribing, led by the antimicrobial resistance action
committee; a robust infection-surveillance system at
regional and trust levels, including regular monitoring
of virulent strains; and a review of arrangements for
ensuring implementation of key regional policies and
compliance at patient level.

The report makes three recommendations for action
by my Department: a review of the current system for
reporting serious adverse incidents and new guidance
on roles and responsibilities in relation to healthcare-
associated infections; a review of undergraduate
education and continuous professional-development
requirements for clinical staff in respect of infection
control and antimicrobial prescribing; and a baseline
review of all trust cleaning arrangements against
current standards and methodologies.

The final report addresses eight recommendations to
all health and social care trusts. They cover effective
arrangements for monitoring the implementation of
policies at ward level; arrangements for healthcare-
associated infection surveillance in trusts; development
of escalation plans for dealing with virulent strains;
daily assessment of each patient with clostridium
difficile; assessment of risk factors for every new
patient with clostridium difficile infection and regular
reviews of the results.

The recommendations further cover a decluttering
review of ward environments; timely and complete
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information for patients, during their stay, to meet the

needs of patients, carers and families; and the establish-
ment of a system to ensure that patients’ views of their
experiences are used to inform the delivery of services.

Finally, the report recommends that the Northern
Health and Social Care Trust puts in place a compre-
hensive communication strategy to ensure that the
whole workforce is fully briefed and that everyone
understands his or her responsibilities with regard to
the quality and safety of patient care.

I have accepted all the recommendations, and work
on implementing them is under way. The Department’s
service delivery unit is working with each of the trusts
to develop an action plan for the prevention and control
of healthcare-associated infections.

Each trust’s plan will include actions to implement
every recommendation that the RQIA team addressed
to the trusts. Moreover, there are several actions to be
taken forward centrally, and my Department is
working on those.

One further phase of the RQIA review is an
examination of the implementation of the Changing
the Culture strategy, and that phase of the review has
now started.

On 4 March 2008, Members debated a motion that
called for a public inquiry into the clostridium difficile
outbreak. At that time, I said that I was minded to hold
a public inquiry, but first wanted to focus on two tasks
that were more pressing: ending the outbreak, and
identifying the lessons. Those two tasks have now
been achieved. The RQIA review team has fulfilled the
terms of reference that I set for it.

It has done so in a highly professional manner, and
it has completed the review speedily, without
compromising the rigour of the investigation. I am
very grateful to the team for its work.

10.45 am

The terms of reference that I set for the independent
review were wide ranging and open ended in order to
allow the review team to investigate any aspect of the
outbreak. The terms of reference also had a clear focus
on the contributory factors to, and the management of,
the outbreak. The review team did the job that I set for
it, and we will now get on with implementing its
recommendations.

However, some important issues remain. The first is
to ask how many people died as a result of the
outbreak. The second concerns the experiences of
patients and others who were affected directly by the
outbreak. [ want to restore public confidence in the
safety and quality of healthcare, and I believe that
people want to know the answers to those questions.

The review has not provided a definitive view on
the number of deaths that can be attributed to the
outbreak. The Northern Trust has established two
subgroups to analyse both mortality and the outbreak.
The RQIA review team found that the approaches that
were being taken were appropriate, and it commends
that work in its final report.

Such an investigation is necessary, but public
confidence is as much about perceptions as it is about
scientific rigour. Any account of the deaths that
resulted from the outbreak needs to be not only rigorous
and objective, but independent. We must hear from the
people who suffered as a result of the outbreak; that is,
the patients who contracted the infection, their families
and the people who have lost loved ones. We owe it to
them to provide them with an opportunity to have their
voices heard, and we need to listen to their accounts so
that we can learn from their experiences. For those
reasons, | have decided to hold a public inquiry that
will examine those issues. I will advise the Assembly
in due course of the terms of reference and of the
membership of the inquiry team.

For now, the RQIA review team has identified
several valuable lessons that can be applied not only in
Northern Ireland, but further afield. Our clear duty is
to act on those lessons across Northern Ireland without
delay. I thank the RQIA team for the important work
that it has done, and I will ensure that the recommend-
ations in its report are implemented for the benefit of
patients and their families, carers and loved ones.

The Deputy Chairperson of the Committee for
Health, Social Services and Public Safety (Mrs
O’Neill): Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. I welcome the Minister’s statement, and I
pay tribute to the dedication of all the staff who were
involved, particularly those in the Northern Health and
Social Care Trust, for their efforts to contain and
control the severe outbreak of clostridium difficile in
Antrim Area Hospital.

I am sure that we are all greatly relieved to hear the
Minister’s assurance that the outbreak is now under
control. However, like the Minister, we must
acknowledge that the outbreak has rocked public
confidence seriously. Many people who are going into
hospital now have additional concerns and anxieties
that they may be at serious risk of catching infections.
I hope that today’s report will go some way towards
restoring confidence in the healthcare system.

The Committee has taken an intense interest in
hospital infections. When the seriousness of the
outbreak first became apparent in February of this
year, the Committee questioned the chief executives of
all five health and social care trusts on the extent of the
problem, not just in Antrim Area Hospital, but
throughout the North. Committee members examined
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the action that was being taken to address the outbreak
at that stage, and we were minded to hold a Committee
inquiry. The Committee also came to the House and
called for a full public inquiry. Therefore, I particularly
welcome the Minister’s commitment today to
undertake a rigorous investigation into the number of
deaths that have been caused by the outbreak of
clostridium difficile. I also welcome his announcement
that he will listen to, and learn from, the experiences of
the patients and families involved and those who were
directly affected by the issues.

Can the Minister provide any further details on the
plans for the public inquiry and its likely timescale?
Will the specialist team that carried out the inquiry on
behalf of the RQIA have a continuing role in ensuring
that all the recommendations — both in the interim
report and the final report — will be implemented? Go
raibh maith agat.

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety: [ am very grateful to the specialist team
that carried out the RQIA review, and I appreciate the
time that it took to do so. That team obviously has
other work to do now that the review is completed. As
I said, I accept all its recommendations, and we are
taking the next step of drawing up action plans to
ensure that those recommendations are implemented.

Michelle O’Neill is right that this is a case of public
confidence as much as anything else. I accept that
public confidence has been dented, and I understand
the need for that confidence to be restored. That is one
of the reasons for having a public inquiry. It was
important for the outbreak to be contained and, indeed,
the outbreak has now been declared over. However, we
must learn the lessons and ensure that the episode is
not repeated and that the public has confidence in our
Health Service. Therefore, a key part of the public
inquiry must be allowing patients, their families and
carers to present evidence about their experiences.

As I said, I will present the public inquiry’s terms of
reference and the membership of the public inquiry
team to the House. I appreciate that it has been said
that the public inquiry must be time-limited, and I will
ensure that the public inquiry team realises that time is
of the essence. However, it is difficult to curtail justice
in that respect. I am not sure that I can set the team a
particular time frame and insist that the inquiry must
be completed within six or nine months.

Mr Easton: I welcome the Minister’s announcement;
it is good news. I congratulate the staff of the Northern
Health and Social Care Trust, and I welcome the news
that there will be a public inquiry. Will the Minister
update us on whether any of the other trusts are
experiencing problems with clostridium difficile? The
Minister said that the outbreak is over. Can he confirm

that there have been no cases of clostridium difficile in
the Northern Health and Social Care Trust since August?

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety: The figures that I gave show that there
were two cases in August and none in September,
although there is a time lag in the provision of such
information. It looked as though the outbreak had been
contained at the end of last year, but then there was
another increase in the number of cases. The outbreak
has now been declared over, and the precise figures
will become apparent later.

All the trusts will follow an action plan, which they
will produce along with the RQIA and the cleaner
hospitals team. The cleaner hospitals team is from
England’s National Health Service and has expertise in
dealing with the consequences of outbreaks of
clostridium difficile 027 in Maidstone and Tunbridge
Wells. That team is working with hospitals throughout
all the trusts to develop action plans so that good
practice can spread throughout the region. We can
benefit from the team’s recommendations — and our
experience — to ensure that we prevent an outbreak in
the future.

Mr McCallister: I join the Minister in paying
tribute to the staff who worked tirelessly in dealing
with a difficult situation. I welcome the public inquiry,
and I agree that it was absolutely vital that we reacted
quickly to the unfolding situation. Does the Minister
agree that RQIA’s unannounced independent
inspections of hospitals and healthcare facilities in
recent months have been effective and will go a long
way to restoring public confidence? Will those
inspections continue?

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety: I can confirm that those inspections
will continue.

In January 2008, I introduced a series of key
measures, one of which was unannounced inspections
of all hospitals. Other measures have been put in place,
including restrictions on hospital visiting, a dress code,
hand hygiene and rapid-response cleaning teams.

Hospitals had almost become areas of public space;
large numbers of people were visiting them who had
no business being there. Hospitals are for patients to
receive care, the people who provide the care and the
people who provide the essential backup to that care.
Patients also require the support of visitors, but, in the
future, the number of visitors will be limited. One of
the problems was that large numbers of people who
really should not have been in for a walk were
wandering around some major hospitals.

The Department has a policy called Changing the
Culture, and the culture must be changed all the way
through. The damage that a virulent strain such as 027
can do to the elderly population and the ease with
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which it can spread means that the number of people
who visit hospitals must be limited. Unannounced
inspections are a key part of ensuring that hospitals
perform in accordance with their action plans, the
Changing the Culture policy and the other remedies
that have been put in place.

To date, one unannounced inspection has taken
place in each trust, and those will continue.
Unannounced inspections are important, because
RQIA has the expertise to inspect a hospital that would
appear to most people to be up to scratch, up to speed
and clean. Anyone who has worked in a hospital,
however, will know that there are certain things that
should be done and things that should not be done.

Mrs Hanna: I also welcome the news that the
outbreak is over. The staff at the Northern Trust have
been through a tough and challenging time, and RQIA
has done a good job.

The Minister has gone through all the final report
recommendations, and those are very important. It is
important that the formal risk assessments continue,
along with the action on antibiotic prescribing and the
infection control and surveillance system. Importantly
for patients and families —

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order. This is time for
questions on the Minister’s statement, not for a
separate statement.

Mrs Hanna: I beg your pardon. Other Members
also made a few remarks.

Mr Deputy Speaker: I have allowed some leeway
for very short statements, but this is time for questions
to the Minister on his statement.

Mrs Hanna: My question to the Minister has
already been answered. The unannounced inspections
of hospitals must continue, and they must be
monitored and recorded. I seek the Minister’s
reassurance on that.

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety: As I said when I made the original
announcement, it is important that the inspections are
unannounced, that the hospitals do not know that the
inspectors are coming and that a comprehensive
inspection is carried out. That is important for public
confidence and for the discipline of maintaining a safe
environment for patients. It is also important that staff
understand that they are doing the job that is required
of them. Mrs Hanna is quite right to say that the
Northern Trust staff, particularly in the southern part of
that area, have had a difficult time. They have
responded magnificently, and they have experience
that will prove invaluable to staff in other trusts.

Mr Ford: I also thank the staff of the Northern
Trust for their efforts in dealing with the outbreak. In
doing so, I declare my interest as a former employee of

what is now the Northern Trust, and the father of two
recent employees of the trust.

None of the recommendations that the Minister
outlined makes any reference to the high level of
clostridium difficile that already exists in the community.
What action is being taken to address that? How many
of the patients to whom the report refers were admitted
to hospital already carrying clostridium difficile?

The Minister spoke of shortfalls in nursing and
cleaning staff. How much of the money that the
Department has allocated to cleaning services has been
given to trusts to employ cleaners, as opposed to being
given to other people to inspect cleaning?

Finally, the Minister said that public confidence is
as much about perceptions as scientific rigour. RQIA
has clearly demonstrated scientific rigour in the report.
Will the Minister explain how he imagines a public
inquiry will add to public confidence, and what that
inquiry will cost his limited resources?

11.00 am

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety: Everybody is aware that clostridium
difficile is in the community. A portion of the
community carries the bacterium. Clostridium difficile
will never be eliminated. The reality is that we must
always be on our guard.

Clostridium difficile was imported into hospitals.
Some of the patients on whose death certificates it was
listed as a contributory factor were admitted with
clostridium difficile. RQIA is responsible for
conducting inspections in other premises, apart from
hospitals. That is the area on which it is concentrating
at the minute. We are not complacent. There is a long
way to go. As far as [ am concerned, there are several
areas in which there is room to expand.

When that particular part of the trust took over
nursing and cleaning, Antrim Area Hospital had a low
quota of cleaners and fewer than the standard number
of nurses. I requested that the trust rectify that
situation. Openness and transparency are key ways of
restoring confidence. That is being achieved through
this report and through measures such as unannounced
inspections, the Changing the Culture action plan, and
a public inquiry. The inquiry will allow patients,
families who have lost loved ones, and carers to relate
their experiences. That is an important part of
rebuilding confidence and of determining exactly how
many people were directly affected.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Members are reminded that
mobile phones must be switched off.

Mr Buchanan: I thank the Minister for his update
to the House, and for the swift action of the Department
and hospital staff in bringing the clostridium difficile
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outbreak under control. I hope that this good-news
story will help to rebuild confidence in the community.

I note that the recommendations are to be
implemented by the Department and the health and
social care trusts — including the Northern Health and
Social Care Trust — and that those recommendations
are to be actioned regionally. Will the Minister provide
a likely time frame for the full implementation of the
17 recommendations that are highlighted in the report
and that are accepted by his Department?

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety: I have said that I accept fully the 17
recommendations. They include five recommendations
for regional action that relate to operational matters,
three are for the Department, eight are for all the trusts,
and one is specifically for the Northern Health and
Social Care Trust.

All the recommendations are being taken forward. I
will expedite them all. Measures will be put in place as
quickly as possible. Each trust will provide an action
plan that it will follow, with the support of RQIA and
the cleaner hospitals team, which plays an important
role in the initiative. [ assure the Member that the
recommendations are being treated as a matter of
urgency.

Mr McLaughlin: Go raibh maith agat, a
LeasCheann Combhairle. I thank the Minister for his
statement. It is important also to acknowledge the
leadership that he has provided as Minister. I have
raised my concerns about the clostridium difficile
outbreak in previous debates.

There are two issues, which remain unclear from the
details that I have heard, on which I want to hear the
Minister’s views. There have been reoccurrences
— patients admitted for a second time with clostridium
difficile. I am not sure whether they are treated,
medically or statistically, as new cases. Secondly, it is
not clear whether anyone has been held to account —

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order. What is your question,
Mr McLaughlin?

Mr McLaughlin: I have two questions. Is the
Minister aware of the re-emergence, or of repeat
incidences of clostridium difficile in some patients?
Secondly, will anyone be held to account?

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety: There is a high recurrence rate with
clostridium difficile, and the rate is even higher with
the 027 strain. That may partly explain why, at the end
of last year, after it looked as though the Northern
Trust had got on top of the problem, there was a
further rise in the number of people infected. However,
the medical and nursing staff are now well aware of
the tendency for recurrence, and they keep the matter
under review.

RQIA and the public inquiry will decide whether
anyone will be held to account. We hope that the public
inquiry will restore public confidence in the system.

The 027 strain was a new, virulent form of the
disease, and, as far as [ am aware, it had not emerged
before in Northern Ireland. The systems that were in
place did not cope with the challenge initially, but the
outbreak is now over, and I want to ensure that no
further outbreaks occur. Therefore, all the
recommendations must be followed carefully, along
with the other packages of measures that [ have
already announced.

Mr Ross: 1, too, welcome this morning’s
announcement and pay tribute to the staff in the
Northern Trust. Some constituents who came to see me
told me that they were hurt and angry about having
lost loved ones to clostridium difficile. What help and
support is available to those people?

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety: That is a very difficult part of this
entire episode. It is important that people who have
lost loved ones, friends, family members and carers,
among others, are given an opportunity, during the
public inquiry, to provide evidence by relating their
experiences. Help and support is available for those
people through the normal channels; that is, through
the Health Service and through social services. It is
always difficult when someone loses a loved one, but,
when they lose a loved one under these circumstances,
it is doubly difficult. I want to provide reassurance and
confidence to the public through the measures that
have been discussed.

Rev Dr Robert Coulter: I, too, welcome the
Minister’s announcement that a public inquiry will be
held. I also wish to add my congratulations to the
Minister and his Department, and, in particular, to Norma
Evans and her staff in the Northern Trust, who have
gone beyond the call of duty in attending to the crisis.

In view of the erosion of public confidence in the
health system, will the Minister assure me that there
will be no diminution in the resources devoted to
tackling the problem in order to ensure public safety
and to rebuild trust in the healthcare system?

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety: As far as the diminution in resources is
concerned, we have already had this discussion. I am
in the hands of the House, as the resources are set
down in the Budget. However, patient safety is very
important, and it is one of the reasons why healthcare-
associated infections are a key priority.

I have set targets for that area, and they are carefully
monitored by the Department’s service delivery unit.
We carefully monitor everything that goes on, but it is
important to remind ourselves of the number of hospital
attendances: there are 720,000 accident and emergency
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attendances, 1-6 million outpatient attendances, and
540,000 inpatient and day cases. Furthermore, each
one of those people may bring with him or her visitors,
and some may attend for long stays. That gives an
indication of the sheer volume of work that goes on in
our hospitals and through our Health Service.

The provision of health and social care is a vital role
of Government, and society has a duty to ensure that
resources are available to match need.

Mr O’Loan: I thank the Minister for his statement.
We are all grateful to RQIA for its thorough report on
what has been a distressing episode for many families.

Although the report makes it clear that major learning
was required on how to deal with the emergence of a
particularly virulent strain of clostridium difficile —
ribotype 027 — I was impressed by the analysis,
monitoring and response to the outbreak by the staff
and management of the Northern Health and Social
Care Trust.

“Shortfalls in nursing and cleaning staff”

and

“pressure on beds due to high bed occupancy and throughput.”

were reported as contributing to the development of
the outbreak. How does the Minister reconcile those
parts of his statement with recent reports of
forthcoming cuts to front-line staffing?

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety: I am not making cuts to front-line
staffing. My announcements do not concern cuts;
however, I am required to provide efficiencies at the
rate of 3% a year over the next three years, which
means that I will have to find £700 million. Nevertheless,
every pound that goes out comes back in, and I have
been able to make announcements about service
developments because those efficiency moneys have
been made available. The fact is that several service
developments, of which Members are aware, will not
happen without that process. I did not seek or ask for
the efficiency process; all Departments are required to
submit to it, and my Department is not excused.

Our system meets high levels of bed occupancy, and
I am examining our high bed-occupancy rates, some of
which have reached 95%. Taking healthcare-associated
infections into consideration, we must determine
whether a lesser rate of occupancy would improve
patient safety.

Concerns about shortfalls in nursing and cleaning
staff were centred on five hospitals in the southern area
of the Northern Trust. As I said earlier, when the trusts
were established in 2007, the numbers of cleaners and
nurses that it was anticipated would be required were
not available. It is important that proper levels of
staffing are maintained, particularly in light of the

recommendations of the NHS cleaner hospitals team
and the action plans of each of the trusts.

Cleaners play a vital role in hospitals; they are not
just ladies who wear green overalls and carry a mop
and bucket. We must recognise that and ensure that
cleaners and nurses get the support that they need. I am
mindful of the ward sisters’ charter, and, as Members
are aware, | am considering ways in which to empower
ward sisters. That is an important piece of work.

I mentioned the Changing the Culture strategy. We
want to make changes; they will not happen overnight,
but [ have a sense of where we must go. We must
restore patient confidence, and we can do that by
ensuring patient safety.

Mr Storey: I welcome the Minister’s statement. We
have all had contact, particularly in my constituency,
with those families who have lost loved ones as a
result of the issues that the Minister seeks to address.

In my own family, I can think of an uncle who
unfortunately passed away, and clostridium difficile
was named on the death certificate as being one of the
contributing factors to his death.

Other Members referred to confidence in the
community, but it is also important that there is confidence
in the medical world — Mr Coulter referred to that
— and in particular in the Northern Trust and all those
who are involved in the delivery of our Health Service.
That is vital, and I hope that the report goes some way
to reassuring them that they will not be made scapegoats
and that we will deal with the issue.

11.15 am

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order. The Member must ask
a question.

Mr Storey: Will the Minister tell the House what
resources are available for the public inquiry? Who
will pay for it? Will he also comment on the register of
general data that are recorded? Does he believe that
that information now needs to be reassessed in order to
ensure that it is accurate and up to date?

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety: The data that are recorded, and how
they are interpreted, is one of the issues that the public
inquiry will examine — that is very important. Public
confidence is so important — and it is crucial that it is
restored — that I will find the resources for the public
inquiry from the Department’s budget.

We have a first-class Health Service and a first-class
medical, nursing and allied-health workforce. The
workforce of the entire Health Service provides
first-class care to the population of Northern Ireland.
There is a need to ensure that patients understand that,
and that can be done through building confidence and
ensuring patient safety. The public inquiry, together
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with the review team’s recommendations, will provide
the essential blueprint to inform the action plans so
that all of this comes together and results in a better
Health Service. I, therefore, pay tribute to Alice Casey
and her team from RQIA.

Mr Beggs: I must declare a keen personal interest in
this subject, as my grandfather was briefly a patient in
Antrim Area Hospital and then a patient in Inver
House in Larne for several months during the period of
the outbreak. I place on record my appreciation for the
care that he received from the staff and the efforts that
they made to limit cross-infection.

Does the Minister agree that scientific certainty and
public transparency are important if public confidence
in light of the outbreak is to be restored? Does he also
agree that healthcare staff worked very hard at
ensuring that infection-control measures were
implemented, and, accordingly, they deserve our full
support and the public’s co-operation?

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety: I agree with Mr Beggs’s remarks about
transparency; indeed, I emphasised that point this
morning. I also agree that the co-operation of the
general public, who visit hospitals and use the Health
Service, is necessary. They must do so in a way that
promotes confidence and patient safety. That is a very
important message that must be expressed.

Mr K Robinson: I welcome the Minister’s statement
and the fact that the outbreak is now officially over. |
also welcome the fact that the Minister is in a position
to proceed with a public inquiry.

However, | am a visitor to hospitals from time to
time, and, although all the procedures and strategies
may be in place at a certain level, at ward level,
whenever visitors arrive there is no one to actually
check that they clean their hands or that half a dozen
people are not sitting on a patient’s bed. What steps
can the Minister take at that level to ensure that all the
strategies and procedures are actually enacted on the
wards? I also commend the staff, particularly those at
Whiteabbey Hospital and Antrim Area Hospital, who
struggled manfully — and woman-fully — against the
very serious outbreak. Should their reward not be more
than further cuts to the staffing levels, which were
mentioned in the Minister’s statement?

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety: I explained that the team found
reductions in staffing levels, and we look to remedy
any shortfalls. The situation at ward level is an
imperfect picture in all hospitals.

Of course, a great deal depends on staff ensuring
that regulations and procedures are followed. However,
a great deal also rests on people behaving responsibly
when they visit hospitals. Visitors have an onerous

responsibility to wash their hands and not to crowd six
to a bed.

In response to an earlier question, I mentioned the
Ward Sisters’ Charter as part of our range of measures.
I routinely re-examine that to see how it can be improved
to give ward sisters the type of support that they merit
and deserve. | am on working that. We must change
the culture in hospitals to get to a different place from
where we have been. We must ensure that staff do not
always approach visitors with trepidation, as can be the
case, and that they follow those strict procedures in
respect of visiting times and visitor numbers.

Through the Ward Sisters’ Charter, I will seek to
empower ward sisters so that they are in charge. There
has been a drift away from that. I want to ensure that
ward sisters have enough clerical support so that they
are on their wards, rather than in offices, ploughing
through paperwork for half their day.
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Social Security (Students Responsible for
Children or Young Persons) (Amendment)
Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2008

The Minister for Social Development (Ms Ritchie):
I beg to move
That the Social Security (Students Responsible for Children or

Young Persons) (Amendment) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2008
be approved.

The regulations, which were laid before the Assembly
on 8 July, are made under the Social Security
Contributions and Benefits (Northern Ireland) Act 1992
and The Jobseekers (Northern Ireland) Order 1995.

The purpose of the regulations is to enable single
students with children to make a claim for jobseeker’s
allowance or income support during the summer vacation
of their course. Benefit provision is not usually
available for full-time students during an advanced
course of education, because they are funded through
educational maintenance channels. However, because
that funding covers only term time, benefit provision is
available during the summer vacation for certain
students with children to prevent the risk of child
poverty. That provision covers couples who are
full-time students and have children.

Student couples can claim jobseeker’s allowance or
income support during the summer vacation of their
course, provided that they comply with all the other
conditions of entitlement for benefits. Presently, there
is no provision for single students who have children
or a young dependant to claim jobseeker’s allowance
during the summer vacation.

At present, single students who have children aged
under 16 can claim income support throughout the
course of study on the basis of being a lone parent.
Once their child reaches the age of 16, however, they
are not classed as a lone parent and cannot claim
income support. In contrast, couples who have children
and who are both full-time students are entitled to
claim income support in specific circumstances during
the summer vacation.

By making that change to the jobseeker’s allowance
and income support regulations, I am removing
disparity of treatment between single students and
student couples and reducing the risk of putting the
children of single students at risk of poverty.

That change removes the discriminatory effect of
those regulations and is compatible with the European
Convention on Human Rights.

I hope that Members agree that the changes to the
regulations are worthwhile, of benefit, and necessary
to ensure that all students with children have the same

opportunity to claim jobseeker’s allowance or income
support during the summer vacation of their courses.

The Chairperson of the Committee for Social
Development (Mr Simpson): The Committee for
Social Development considered the Department’s
proposal to approve the Social Security (Students
Responsible for Children or Young Persons)
(Amendment) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2008 on
10 April and considered the proposed legislation on 11
September. The proposed legislation corrects a small
but important injustice.

As Members may be aware, current regulations
prevent full-time single students who have
responsibility for a child or young person from
claiming jobseeker’s allowance or income support
during the summer vacation. Therefore, it is not only
those students who are disadvantaged but their
children or young dependants.

The Committee for Social Development has fully
considered the proposed legislation and feels that it
will remove the discriminatory elements of certain
regulations, which disadvantage the children or young
dependents of full-time single students. The
Committee recommends that the proposed legislation
be confirmed by the Assembly.

Mr Burns: I support the motion and commend the
Minister for tabling it. The proposed legislation is
sensible, and I welcome the proposal to allow full-time
single students with children to claim jobseeker’s
allowance and income support during the summer
holidays. The proposed legislation will remove unfair
differences in the treatment of single students with
children and students who are part of a couple and
have children.

The proposed legislation will make a small but
significant contribution to the lessening of short-term
child poverty, which must be welcomed. Furthermore,
we all know that the best way to get out of poverty is
through education, and the proposed legislation makes
a long-term contribution to that. The changes are
necessary, worthwhile and I welcome them.

Ms Lo: I was once a mature student with young
children, and I understand the pressures experienced
by mature students. Single parents who are in
education and have young children face a lot of
financial and emotional pressure and should be given
encouragement and support. Therefore, I fully support
the Minister’s proposals. When will the proposed
legislation take effect? I hope that it takes effect before
next summer.

The Minister for Social Development: [ am
pleased with the level of support across the House for
the proposed legislation. I thank the Chairperson of the
Committee for Social Development, Mr Simpson, and
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Committee members for the positive manner in which
they dealt with the proposals.

The Social Development Committee and its
Chairperson are absolutely correct that the proposed
legislation will put right an important injustice. The
proposed legislation addresses child poverty, which
Members will recall is an issue on which the Office of
the First Minister and deputy First Minister recently
commissioned an inquiry.

11.30 am

Thomas Burns and Anna Lo addressed the important
issue of needing to ensure that there is proper equality
for single students, and | am pleased that they see the
value of the regulations. In response to Anna Lo’s
question, the regulations will not have retrospective
effect. The change came into effect on 7 July 2008.
Vacation dates for full-time advanced courses of
education start at different times throughout the
summer months. Therefore, all single students with
responsibility for a child or young person were able to
make a claim for jobseeker’s allowance or income
support during their summer vacation this year.

I am certain that all Assembly Members, as well as
the wider public in Northern Ireland, want to ensure
that the current anomaly is addressed and that single
students are treated no less favourably than student
couples in the same circumstances. I commend the
motion to the Assembly.

Question put and agreed to.

Resolved:

That the Social Security (Students Responsible for Children or
Young Persons) (Amendment) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2008
be approved.

PRIVATE MEMBERS’ BUSINESS

Financial Pressures
Impacting on Public Spending

Mr Deputy Speaker: In accordance with the
Business Committee’s agreement to allocate additional
time when two or more amendments have been
selected, up to one hour and 45 minutes will be
allowed for this debate. The proposer will have 10
minutes in which to propose the motion and 10
minutes to make a winding-up speech. Two
amendments have been selected and published on the
Marshalled List. The proposers of each amendment
will have 10 minutes in which to propose and five
minutes to make a winding-up speech. All other
Members who wish to speak will have five minutes.

Mr McNarry: I beg to move

That this Assembly calls on the Minister of Finance and
Personnel to detail any existing and anticipated financial pressures
impacting on public spending allocations in the current budgetary
period, in light of the global economic downturn and credit crunch.

This motion is a direct challenge to the Minister to
be open and transparent, an opportunity for him to be
convincing, and an opportunity for the House to judge
his Department as custodian of the public purse strings.

The aim of the motion is not only to flush out any
departmental balance-sheet dexterity, but to put to the
Minister of Finance and Personnel what [ assume to be
the universal feelings of the Assembly: that if he
agrees that he has come unstuck, he will know that we
want to help and, at least, face the consequences
together. The Minister will know that at the time of the
debate on the 2008-11 Budget, we Ulster Unionists
argued that it was tightly strung and based on an
optimistic and speculatively positive approach for the
economy, property prices and efficiency gains.

One of the main features of the economic storm that
has been dubbed the “credit crunch” has been the
factoring into the housing and financial markets of
unrealistic assumptions. I fear that that factoring in of
unrealistic assumptions has also been a key feature of
the Northern Ireland Executive Budget, and will have
serious consequences for the public finances of
Northern Ireland for some years to come.

At the time of the Budget, the Ulster Unionist Party
made the point that it was based on an overly
optimistic outlook for the economy, property prices
and realisable efficiency gains. The early signs of what
has become the credit crunch were already apparent
when the Budget was being formed, but, unfortunately,
our concerns were ignored.

The Ulster Unionist Party argued that the Budget
was based on risky assumptions, and that if it were to
be deliverable, it needed the continuation of strong
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economic growth and a strong property market,
near-perfect implementation of efficiency savings, and
a lack of bad economic news and downturns. In
addition, the Budget was missing the £1 billion
package that everyone knew was needed in order to
keep us afloat, irrespective of the looming crisis.

Unfortunately, none of those assumptions has
proved realistic. Instead, there has been a sharp fall-off
in economic growth to zero levels. There has been a
slump in the housing market. Efficiency savings
appear optimistic, to say the least. All those matters
pose serious questions about the Budget’s deliverability.

As I have said, Members on this side of the House
want to help. However, in order for us to do so, the
Minister must share those problems — as I hope he
will strive to — because he understands that he cannot
respond as though they do not exist. The Assembly
must be told where it stands on under-expenditure
versus over-expenditure in the distribution of the block
grant. It must be told what the current and projected
impacts are of the reinvestment and reform initiative
(RRI) borrowing, rates arrears, deferred water charges,
and shortfalls in capital receipts.

Does the Minister glance across to Cardiff with
envy or dismay, when he looks at the Welsh Assembly
Government’s plans to raid their reserves and switch
over £200 million from 2009’s spending allocation in
order to serve Welsh needs and protect Welsh public
services in 2008? Will the Minister tell the House
whether there are any built-in or built-up reserves? Just
to satisfy curiosity, can he confirm or deny whether
there is such a thing as an Executive contingency
fund? If such a fund exists, will he tell the House what
it does and how much is in it?

I want to return, if I may, to how the over-optimistic
assumptions that underpin the Budget work out in
practice. Let us first examine capital receipts — the
Northern Ireland Executive’s potential additional
earning capacity, which were a key part of the overall
Budget. By the end of the first quarter, they were
already £140 million below target, largely because of
the crash in the property market. Basically, development
land cannot be sold because no one is willing to pay
the price that was envisaged for it in the Budget.

On 9 June 2008, the First Minister admitted:

“any land or property is worth what a willing purchaser will pay
for it on the open market.” — /Official Report, Vol 31, No 5, p215,
col 1].

That figure has dropped dramatically during the nine
months since the Budget was introduced.

Serious doubts continue to hang over the capital
receipts that were anticipated from the sale of former
military sites. Apart from the obvious decline in its
commercial value, investment confidence has been
undermined by the inability of three Departments —

the Department of Culture, Arts and Leisure (DCAL),
the Department of Finance and Personnel (DFP) and
the Office of the First Minister and deputy First
Minister (OFMDFM) — to come to a decision on the
Maze. When the Secretary of State responded to the
First Minister’s query about when the Government
would hand over former military sites to the Northern
Ireland Executive, he clearly linked any possibility of
receiving those sites, and the money from their
subsequent sale, to decisive action on the Maze site,
which he said had been transferred six years earlier
without any action being taken since.

That is ominous both politically and, more
importantly, for the financial well-being of the
Northern Ireland Executive. It bodes ill for future
Budget receipts. It is difficult to see how the Executive
can now live within their means because of a series of
cash blows that are bound to render their financial
provisions at the start of the financial year already
badly outdated.

Problems that are linked to the credit crunch include
not only rising fuel costs, but nosediving land and
property prices — for instance, the reduction in the
valuation of the DARD-owned property at
Crossnacreevy from £200 million to between a mere
£3 million and £6 million. That takes £194 million out
of the Budget. Just one wrong assumption, therefore,
has cost £194 million.

In addition, the Executive must fork out at least
£100 million in Civil Service back pay and at least
another £200 million for deferred water charges.

Even if the latter amount is carried over into the
next financial year, the hole in our finances is very
real. Those amounts were not budgeted for, so how can
there not be a major shortfall in receipts?

Compounding this problem of insufficient receipts
are difficulties associated with rates collection. At the
beginning of July, DFP confirmed that rates arrears of
£130 million had accrued because of the failure in the
Northern Ireland Audit Office computer system.
Arrears rose from £35 million in March 2005 to £48
million the next year, and they had jumped to a
staggering £88 million by March 2007. By March this
year, auditors found that the figure had risen to £130
million. If that money is not coming in, how can the
Budget be delivered?

In light of the very significant change in world
economic circumstances, and provable shortfalls in
publicly known budgetary projections, it is time that
the issue was faced squarely. The Minister’s response
to my comments about a budgetary black hole last
week was a classic example of Nigel “the Artful
Dodger” politics. It would be better if the Minister
were to admit the problem, and surely we can
collectively do much better by trusting in the people
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and being straight about the situation. We, in the Ulster
Unionist Party, are willing to help and to play our part
with him.

To make it possible for us to help, there must be far
greater transparency in the process of auditing the
success or failure of the Budget. The purpose — and,
therefore, the focus — of the debate is to recognise
that there are obvious sensitivities in the issue of
shortfalls. Where the Minister and his predecessor
made dubious assumptions, current events, linked to
their poor judgement, have conspired to make those
assumptions unrealistic.

The House awaits the Minister’s response in eager
anticipation.

Mr Durkan: I beg to move amendment No 1: At
end insert

*“; and further calls on the Minister of Finance and Personnel to
lay a draft budget for 2009-2010, agreed by the Executive

Committee, before the Assembly in accordance with section 64 of
the Northern Ireland Act 1998.”

The amendment adds to the motion by stressing the
central importance of the annual Budget process
conducted through the Assembly and its Committees.
Only in the past couple of weeks, Committees learnt
that a decision had been taken in March by the
Executive not to initiate a 2008 Budget process, but to
conduct a Budget stocktake.

I have no problem with the Executive deciding how
they want to conduct budgetary negotiations among
Ministers and around the Executive table. However,
the Executive do not have the right to deny the
Assembly its lawful role of receiving a draft annual
Budget and duly considering it, by means laid down in
the previous period of devolution, including affording
the Committees time to consider it, public
consultation, and take-note debates in the House.

In March, only a matter of weeks after the Assembly
had debated and approved the Budget, the Executive
were advised by the then Finance Minister that there
would be no need for an annual Budget process this year.

Section 64 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998 reads
as follows:

“(1) The Minister of Finance and Personnel shall, before the
beginning of each financial year, lay before the Assembly a draft
budget, that is to say, a programme of expenditure proposals for that
year which has been agreed by the Executive Committee in
accordance with paragraph 20 of Strand One of the Belfast
Agreement.

(2) The Assembly may, with cross-community support, approve
a draft budget laid before them with or without modification.”

Paragraph 20 of strand one of the Good Friday
Agreement reads as follows:
“The Executive Committee will seek to agree each year, and

review as necessary, a programme incorporating an agreed budget
linked to policies and programmes, subject to approval by the

Assembly, after scrutiny in Assembly Committees, on a cross-
community basis.”

The purpose of this amendment is to make it very
clear that the Assembly expects there to be a formal
Budget process whereby a draft Budget is laid before
the Assembly for due consideration.

11.45 am

Some Members may not appreciate my quoting only
the Belfast Agreement, so for their benefit, paragraph 3
(v) of the St Andrews Agreement states that the
Executive are the forum for:

“agreement each year on (and review as necessary of) a

programme incorporating an agreed budget linked to policies and
programmes (Programme for Government).”

It is fairly clear and unambiguous that it is, or at
least was, intended and expected that there would be
an annual Budget exercise. When the House debated
the Public Accounts Committee reports recently,
members of all parties expressed frustration that we
often do not get sufficient real-time scrutiny of
spending plans and performance, and are left to see
mistakes in a post hoc light through those reports.

If we are to abandon or surrender the Assembly’s
role as the Budget authority, we are only adding to our
own frustration at a time when many people are
cynical about, and critical of, the Executive for not
meeting, and are attacking all MLAs, saying that we
should not be paid because we are not doing our job.
Neither I nor my party is prepared to surrender the
lawful, proper role that we are mandated to conduct in
giving due and proper consideration to an annual
Budget.

The argument that was made to the Executive was
that the figures voted on earlier this year included
figures for the three-year period of the Budget, and
that that fulfilled the requirement of laying a draft
Budget before this House before the beginning of each
financial year. The three-year figures are sourced in the
comprehensive spending review, the home of which is
Westminster and Whitehall. The fact that it is a
three-year Budget does not mean that there is not a
pre-Budget report and a full debate at Westminster
each year. It does not mean that there is not a Budget
statement with debates and votes every year. Why
should Ministers in the Executive decide that there
does not need to be an annual Budget exercise because
the House voted on a three-year Budget? We need an
annual Budget exercise.

As Mr McNarry said, many of the assumptions and
targets that were presented in the three-year Budget
and Programme for Government have since been
surrounded and buffeted by significant changes. It
would be downright folly to suggest that the
assumptions that were made when the Budget votes
were taken in January have not been so seriously
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overtaken by events that we need not do more than let
the Executive undertake a simple stocktake of the
Budget, which the Assembly would subsequently
rubber-stamp through legislation. We need a full and
proper debate on a Budget.

The authority of this House over the Budget does
not just apply to the approval of spending lines. In a
previous period of devolution, the Assembly passed
the Government Resources and Accounts Act
(Northern Ireland) 2001. Members made it clear at that
time — not just me as a Minister, but people speaking
on behalf of the Committee for Finance and Personnel
and others —that it would change the nature of the
legal budgeting exercise that the Assembly would
undertake in future. It was made clear that the Assembly,
as well as making decisions on the allocation of
spending, would make decisions on assets.

Assumptions about assets were a significant factor
in the Programme for Government and the three-year
budget figures. We know that, with the change in
property prices and the significant change in the
overall market conditions, the sort of presumptions and
targets about money that was to come from asset sales
have now to be significantly revised. When will we
hear that those presumptions have been significantly
revised?

We cannot pretend that we approved a Budget that is
no longer fit for purpose, or that because we approved
it, there is nothing else that we can do about it — that
it is a three-year Budget, and that is that. The Assembly
must be allowed to fulfil its role, and Committees in
the Assembly must be allowed to fulfil theirs.

The terms and the timescale in which the Assembly
and the Committees considered the three-year
Programme for Government and the three-year Budget
were fairly constrained. The Budget was late, not just
because the start date of devolution was later in the
year than we might have wished, but because the
comprehensive spending review took place later.
Committee members, many of whom were new to the
job and to the task of considering a Budget, did not
have time to properly frisk, test, and contest some of
the presumptions and plans that we were told were
inherent in the Budget and in the Programme for
Government. That time should have been made up
during the annual round of the next Budget and during
any revision to the Programme for Government.

During the debates on the Budget and the
Programme for Government, SDLP Members tabled
amendments stating that the Budget was unclear in its
implications for water charges. That was one of the
reasons why the SDLP did not vote for the Budget. I
predicted that there was a risk that Members who
voted for that three-year Budget would be told

subsequently that they had voted for water charges, the
details of which would be announced later.

Recently, the First Minister and the Minister for
Regional Development talked about the deferral of
water charges. That was their first public admission
that as far as they were concerned, the Executive and
the Assembly had agreed that water charges would
come in this year. That was never clarified or specified
in the Chamber, despite many invitations to Ministers
to do so. The details of water charges would have
come to the surface in the draft annual Budget for this
year. Many of us believe that it is precisely for that
reason that Ministers felt politically motivated to try to
abandon or bypass the requirement for laying a draft
Budget before the Assembly.

Whatever attitudes led Ministers, back in March, to
believe that a mere Budget stocktake would be enough
for the Executive and, possibly, the Chamber can no
longer be maintained. Given the current circumstances
of economic downturn and the serious pressure on
public finances, on firms and households, it is not
credible that the Assembly will not do its job of
presenting and considering an annual Budget.

Dr Farry: I beg to move amendment No 2: At end
insert
¢, and to report on any plans to make changes to the underlying

allocations within the 2008-2011 Budget, beyond the scope of the
quarterly monitoring rounds.’

I am grateful to the proposers of the motion for
tabling the debate, which is very welcome. It is
somewhat bizarre that we do not spend more time in
the Assembly talking about economic and financial
matters. The debate that the Alliance Party facilitated
on the first Varney Review was one exception to that.

There is a degree of irony in the UUP having tabled
this motion, coming as it does only days after the
announcement that drastic cuts in front-line Health
Service workers are expected over the next three years.
The figures include at least 700 nursing jobs. I have
yet to come across anyone in Northern Ireland who
does not think that nursing staff do a wonderful job,
are rushed off their feet and are indispensable.

Mr McNarry: What about the consultation document?

Dr Farry: I hear talk of a consultation document
coming from the side. The people of Northern Ireland
are quite clear about what they want — they want nurses.

There is a very fine line between efficiency savings
and cuts. Efficiency savings are about changing
priorities and reinvesting resources in order to find
more productive ways of doing things, whereas cuts
are reductions in the level of services. Quite simply,
the impression is that a knife is going through the
Health Service, all aspects of which are suffering
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equally with no proper consideration being given as to
how things can be done differently and better.

It is no good the Health Minister saying that it is all
the fault of the Budget; he accepted what was, to my
mind, a very cosmetic compromise when he marched
his troops to the top of the hill and marched them
down again.

In the year since the Finance Minister tabled his
first Budget statement to the Assembly, the world has
changed dramatically. There has been a dramatic rise
in the level of inflation; it is worth reflecting that the
rate today is 5-2% — the highest figure for 16 years.
Furthermore, there has been a significant growth in
energy costs; there is pressure on public-sector pay;
there is the so-called credit crunch and the housing
bubble has burst.

There is a wider slump in the property market, and
we are in the midst of an international banking crisis.
Those are all major changes from the context in which
the Assembly debated the Budget this time last year. |
appreciate that the solution to, or even the mitigation
of, many of those problems lies beyond the control of
the Executive and the Assembly. Nonetheless, it is the
Assembly’s responsibility to take those factors into
account in its spending plans and to make adjustments
should the wider financial situation demand that.

Today, by a strange coincidence, the Minister for
Finance in the Republic of Ireland is introducing his
Budget. It remains to be seen whether major changes
will be made to the UK-wide spending plans, but I
doubt that they can be sustained in the circumstances. |
watch with interest to see what our devolved
neighbours will do.

The Assembly must be proactive in addressing the
issues, and it must recognise the different context in
which it operates. The Assembly must balance the
books. It cannot run up deficits in the way that national
Governments do because it has neither the borrowing
privileges nor tax-varying powers of other
Administrations — for which the Alliance Party has
long campaigned in Northern Ireland.

The Alliance Party supports the SDLP amendment.
It addresses a specific point that must be made about
the need, or otherwise, for a dedicated Budget
statement every year. I refer to section 64 of the
Northern Ireland Act 1998, as did Mr Durkan:

“The Minister of Finance and Personnel shall, before the
beginning of each financial year, lay before the Assembly a draft
budget”.

Although the Assembly will debate at least two
Supply resolutions and two Budget Bills this year,
section 64 implies that there should be an annual
Budget statement. | am not a lawyer, and I note that the
Department of Finance and Personnel argued that the
three-year plan that it announced last year meets the

spirit, if not the letter, of the legislation. I am interested
to hear what the Minister has to say about that today.
The Committee for Finance and Personnel is also
examining budgetary procedures, and I await the
outcome with interest.

The Alliance Party’s amendment is much more
flexible than the SDLP’s call for a dedicated Budget
statement; it takes the motion tabled by the Ulster
Unionist Party one step further. Rather than simply
calling on the Minister to detail the current financial
pressures, the Alliance Party’s amendment calls for
adjustments to be made to current plans where it
proves necessary. Amendment No 2 is, therefore, a call
for action. It takes an essentially static motion and
calls for the Department to act to address the changed
circumstances. I stress that that process may need to
extend beyond the current monitoring rounds and
address the underlying baselines and core allocations.
It is important to ensure that whatever measures are
introduced are in line with the law and address the
situation.

The Assembly must reflect on the fact that the
Budget was a tight settlement that was based on high
expectations of land sales and efficiency savings.
Furthermore, new commitments have emerged, such as
possible new plans for water charges. The wider
community is greatly concerned that the changed
circumstances and the tight Budget to which the
Assembly agreed will result in even deeper cuts than
those currently forecast.

It is worth reflecting that some decisions by the
Assembly have benefited the better off. As Paddy
Hillyard said on the BBC programme ‘Hearts and
Minds’, the freeze on the regional rate, although
undoubtedly popular throughout society, helps the
better off rather than the poorer sections of the
community; and he advises the Executive on water
charges. The rate cap at £500,000 also, generally
speaking, helps the better off, and I note that a
proposal for a cap at £400,000 is on the horizon.

Some short-term measures must be taken, and the
inefficiencies in Land and Property Services must be
examined. The situation whereby Northern Ireland and
its district councils lose out through the inability of
that organisation to fulfil its duties is unsustainable.

12.00 noon

Furthermore, we must consider longer-term

restructuring of financial plans in Northern Ireland

— and the current situation should embolden Members
in that respect. Members must reflect on the fact that a
large amount of money is being spent on managing a
divided society. Resources could be better invested in
shared public services to benefit the entire community.
Managing a divided society incurs major opportunity
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costs, and the Alliance Party is finalising proposals to
submit to the Department in November.

Members must also consider rebalancing the
economy. Are we making the correct investments? Are
we making the best use of scarce resources? Are we
making the correct interventions?

As an aside, one of the unforeseen consequences of
the current financial and economic situation may be
that the Executive can, superficially, meet their target
for gross value added convergence with the rest of the
United Kingdom. However, given the help that
Northern Ireland receives from its large public sector,
convergence would signify a change in the relative
positions of the different regions rather than a step
forward in the absolute position of Northern Ireland.
Therefore, if convergence happens during the next two
or three years, we must be careful to look behind the
scenes and not assume that we have met the target for
the best reasons.

The sustainability of public services must also be
examined. In light of current energy prices, it is logical
to invest substantially more money in renewable
energy than invested hitherto. Also, we should be
shifting the balance from private transport to public
transport. We are in a bizarre situation where our
investment strategy directs 80% of new investment
over the next 10 years into roads and only 20% into
public transport, of which rail is merely one
component. The balance seems bizarre; it was bizarre
when the Budget and the investment strategy were
tabled, and it is more bizarre today.

The Chairperson of the Committee for Finance
and Personnel (Mr McLaughlin): Go raibh maith
agat, a LeasCheann Combhairle. Today’s debate is
timely, given the worldwide financial and economic
downturn. Sinn Féin supports the motion and the
Alliance Party’s amendment.

In early 2008, when the Assembly agreed the
Budget for 2008-11, Members were conscious of the
tight public expenditure outlook that arose from the
comprehensive spending review. Furthermore,
Members were conscious that commitments on the
availability of capital resource from the Treasury had
been secured during meetings with the British
Government. That allowed all Ministers — including
the SDLP Minister — to agree that the Budget process
could proceed on the basis of a three-year period
during which the Assembly would take up the reins.
For that reason, Sinn Féin does not support the SDLP’s
amendment.

Since then, additional pressures have, undoubtedly,
arisen in the normal course of business and as a direct
result of the economic downturn. Given the global
dimensions of the present difficulties, our authority
and influence on the situation, as a local regional

assembly, is limited. Nonetheless, Ministers have taken
positive steps within their remits to alleviate some of
the negative impacts of the downturn on the community.
All Ministers should be aware that additional measures
can be agreed by Departments and the Assembly. |
look forward to hearing the Minister of Finance and
Personnel later in the debate outlining details of the
terms of reference for the Budget stocktaking exercise
and its implications for the assumptions and
projections that underpin the Budget and Programme
for Government.

As Chairperson of the Committee for Finance and
Personnel, I will outline the Committee’s focus. Given
the upcoming financial pressures, the Committee has
been actively working with DFP to resolve the equal-
pay issue in the Civil Service and its implications on
public expenditure plans.

The Committee is also mindful of the impact that
falling property prices have on the scope for financing
future investment from the disposal of surplus assets.
The Department of Finance and Personnel’s Workplace
2010 accommodation project, which affects every
Department, was earmarked to generate approximately
£175 million in capital receipts during the Budget period.

Immediately after the Halloween recess, the
Committee will question DFP officials about that
critical project and whether those projections are
standing up to the turmoil in the global economic
climate. In addition, the Committee recently took
evidence from the construction industry on measures
that could be taken to ease the difficulties in that
sector, which included front-loading capital investment
and minimising underspend in Departments.

The Committee has been especially concerned about
— and has consistently drawn attention to — the
weaknesses in the financial management standards and
processes of the Civil Service. Those manifested
themselves in poor forecasting by Departments, with
the resulting pattern of reduced requirements being
declared late in the financial year, coupled with rising
levels of end-year underspend. We welcome the
equally consistent focus that the Minister of Finance
has given to addressing that issue, which will result in
a better outcome.

The Committee considers that the present public-
expenditure context means that there is now an even
greater onus on Departments to manage public
finances in a way that achieves the highest level of
spend within authorised limits and maximises the
impact from available resources. All the Committees
can have an impact by scrutinising their respective
Departments, and my Committee will be questioning
DFP officials about those issues at its meeting tomorrow.

In fairness to the SDLP amendment, my Committee
has sought legal opinion and clarification on the issue
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from DFP. All Ministers agreed that they could proceed
and were, at that point, content that the requirements of
section 64 were satisfied. Go raibh maith agat.

Mr McQuillan: I do not want the wrong signals to
be sent out from today’s debate, so I speak with some
apprehension. Everyone is aware that the global
financial situation has changed beyond recognition
from when the Budget was passed by the Assembly.
Despite the global economic problems, it is important
that we tell the world that we are ready, willing and
able to do business.

The timing of this debate is unfortunate, as a fully
accurate picture of the Budget position may not be
available to the Minister until after the strategic
stocktake returns have been analysed. However, that
stocktake presents the opportunity to examine and
fine-tune departmental budgets. As a realist, I fully
accept that every Department faces additional
challenges due to the deterioration of the world’s
economy. The rising cost of energy — whether oil, gas
or electricity — will affect running costs. The much-
needed investment in our water and sewerage systems
must continue, and the extension of the deferral of
water charges could be considered again as a means of
aiding households.

The income that was envisaged through the
realisation of assets might not now have the financial
yield for which we had hoped, as property prices are
reported to have fallen by as much as 30% by the
Nationwide Building Society. There is also no hope of
the Treasury increasing the block grant that Northern
Ireland receives.

The Assembly will require cool heads and good
judgement as it faces some tough decisions, so [ am
relieved that we have a cool and wise head in charge of
the Department of Finance and Personnel. The entire
process would be greatly aided if some people would
stop throwing their toys out of the pram and hold an
Executive meeting so that full agreement on planning
for the future can be achieved.

I end on a positive note, however. Despite the tough
financial times, there have been many positive recent
announcements: free prescriptions from 2010; the
freezing of the regional rate; and the previous Finance
Minister making funding available for the extension of
free public transport to those aged 60 years and over.
Despite the headlines of doom and gloom, this
Assembly is delivering real change for everyone in
Northern Ireland.

I support the motion and Dr Farry’s amendment.

Ms J McCann: Go raibh maith agat. Few have not
been affected by the recent global economic downturn
and credit crunch, and the impact that that has had on
everybody. Everyone is aware that the crisis was
caused by the reckless behaviour of financial

institutions and the failure of Governments to put
adequate regulations in place to protect ordinary
in-debtors.

We have recently witnessed large banking
corporations throughout the world being bailed out
with taxpayers’ money. Although that was difficult for
some of us to accept, in an effort to offer security to
people who had savings in the banks and to secure the
jobs of people who work for businesses whose money
is tied up in investments with the banks, most of us did
so. Sinn Féin hopes that similar, innovative measures
will be taken to tackle poverty and disadvantage
among less-well-off people.

What impact will the economic downturn and the
credit crunch have on public spending in the North of
Ireland? Moreover, how will important targets in the
Programme for Government and the investment
strategy — such as child poverty and investment in the
social and affordable housing programme — be affected?

Child poverty in the North — approximately 30% of
children here live in poverty — is nothing short of
scandalous, and in deprived areas the figure is even
higher. Unfortunately, low-income households,
particularly those with children, and people who
already live in poverty will feel the effects of this
impasse most.

Such people already struggle to pay for basic
necessities, such as food, fuel and clothing, which
most of us take for granted. Those people cannot cut
back on luxuries or extras; they must cut back on
necessities, and given the recent price hikes in basics,
such as food and fuel, more families will be forced to
go without. A knock-on effect is that more people will
be forced to borrow money, causing them to spiral into
debt that they cannot afford.

Businesses — particularly small, family businesses
and those involved in the construction industry —
have also been affected. When businesses take a
downward slump, leading to unemployment, people
are faced with even more hardship. Consequently,
there is no doubt that the downturn will affect public
expenditure in the next few years. More emphasis must
be directed towards local businesses, and it is
important that we consider innovative ways to ensure
that all public expenditure here benefits the local
economy and the priorities that have already been set
out in the Programme for Government, such as tackling
poverty and the need to build a strong economy.

How can Members help to achieve that? We must
consider how public money is being spent and how to
protect jobs in the construction industry and other
industries. We must build local small and medium-
sized enterprises and social-economy enterprises so
that they can compete on an even playing field for
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public-procurement contracts for services, goods and
works.

Mr A Maginness: Will the Member give way?
Ms J McCann: I am nearly finished. Go on ahead.

Mr A Maginness: The Member rightly highlighted
recent economic changes and difficulties with fuel and
other necessities. Given the fact that her party has
committed itself to a three-year Budget and that there
will be no discussion about this year’s Budget, how
can she reconcile that position with her wish to
ameliorate our present difficulties? Surely, there should
be an annual discussion about the Budget. Will she
clarify her position on that?

Ms J McCann: I thank the Member for his
intervention; however, I will be dealing with such
points now and outlining some ways that we can help
people. My colleague already spoke about the Budget.

Departments must make progress with the capital
and revenue projects for which they have been
allocated funds in the Budget and ensure that when the
tendering processes begin, local companies can
compete with larger companies.

Ensuring that social clauses are embedded in all
public-procurement contracts will help to tackle
poverty and need by creating employment for those
who are disadvantaged and opportunities for local
small and medium-sized enterprises and social-
economy enterprises. In turn, that will create
conditions that will help to stabilise the local economy.

Strengthening the financial services offered by
credit unions would go a long way towards tackling
spiralling debt and the problems that low-income
households encounter when repaying that debt.
Offering communities access to key financial services
at affordable rates through credit unions — particularly
in the present adverse financial conditions — would
give people access to the most competitive rates for
saving and borrowing, which, given the recent
downturn in the financial climate, are essential.
Furthermore, that would provide opportunities for the
added income from those expanded services to be
reinvested in projects in local communities, including
social-economy projects, to benefit the whole economy.

Therefore, although the economic downturn and
credit crunch may impact on public spending, it is
essential that we consider innovative ideas and that the
Governments take innovative measures that will ensure
that we meet the priorities for tackling poverty and
disadvantage that are set out in the Programme for
Government.

12.15 pm

Mr Weir: I consider this to be an important debate.
However, listening to the Member who proposed the

motion — particularly during the early part of his
speech — we heard the phrases “as we told you” and
“at the time” so often, and there were so many
references to predictions and warnings that had been
made, that I wondered for a moment whether Bob
McCartney had returned to the Chamber.

Mr McNarry: That is a very big compliment.

Mr Weir: It may be a compliment, because, to be
fair to Bob —

Mr McNarry: Where is he now?

Mr Weir: He is a member of the one party to which
the Member who proposed the motion may not have
spoken recently. [Laughter.]

Mr A Maginness: That will happen next week.
Mr Weir: I do not know some Members’ schedules.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order. This little conversation
is very nice; however, will Members please address
their remarks through the Chair and stick to the
motion?

Mr Weir: To be fair to Mr McCartney, whenever he
predicted something — for whatever purpose — at
least there was a level of consistency in his approach.
The reality is that the dire warnings that are being made
now seem to have been lost on the two Ministers from
the Ulster Unionist Party when they, as members of the
Executive, signed up to, and signed off on, the Budget.

Perhaps the Member who proposed the motion
believes that the two Ulster Unionist Party members of
the Executive are not the right people and that there
may be people with more foresight — perhaps Back-
Bench Members of the Ulster Unionist Party — who
could provide more direct advice on balancing the
books or maintaining employment, for example.
Indeed, if the Member who proposed the motion or
any Members from the Ulster Unionist Party who
speak subsequently are willing to provide such advice
to the Assembly, I am sure that we will all take it in the
spirit in which it is intended.

Similarly, Members on this side of the House will
not take any lectures from Mr Durkan, who proposed
the first amendment, about our not being robust
enough on the issue of water charging, given that he, in
his previous guise as deputy First Minister, and along
with the then First Minister, opened the door to water
charging, through the reinvestment and reform initiative.

Mr Durkan: Will the Member give way?

Mr Weir: Mr Durkan has had his chance to speak
already, so if he wishes to —

Mr Durkan: Will the Member give way?
Mr Weir: OK; I will give way.
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Mr Durkan: The introduction of water charges was
not part of the reinvestment and reform initiative —
neither as negotiated by David Trimble or me, nor as
agreed by the Executive. Furthermore, as a result of
my prompting, the subsequent Treasury proposal to
introduce water charges was rejected by the Executive
twice. [ will repeat that: it was rejected twice.

Mr Weir: The reality is that the Durkan tax — or
the Farren tax — opened the door to water charging,
and it was left to this party to renegotiate the terms of
the RRI.

I do not want to be unduly negative about the
Alliance Party’s amendment, because although I
disagree with some elements of it, I find some merit —

Mr A Maginness: Will the Member give way?

Mr Weir: [ am sorry, but I will not give way; I have
a limited amount of time and have already given way
once.

Mr A Maginness: Just —

Mr Weir: Mr Maginness will have the opportunity
to make his own remarks; I have a limited amount of
time. [Interruption.]

Mr A Maginness: I just —

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order. If the Member has said
that he does not wish to give way, he does not wish to
give way.

Mr Weir: Although I do not always agree with
everything that Dr Farry says — indeed, I could not
even agree with everything that he said today — I
believe that there is merit in the amendment that the
Alliance Party tabled. Therefore, the DUP will support
that amendment.

Although no one would dispute that economic
circumstances are tough at present, we must ensure
that we do not induce a feeling of panic in Northern
Ireland. Money has been allocated in the Budget to
cover present commitments, but there is a danger that
we will lapse into a state of doom and gloom.

Indeed, Ministers anticipated the tough economic
circumstances that people are now facing. Consequently,
when he was formulating the Budget, the then Minister
of Finance and Personnel put measures in place to
ensure a degree of protection for consumers. For
example, in anticipation of the financial burdens that
people would be facing, he froze the regional rate,
which affects hundreds of thousands of people across
Northern Ireland, and deferred water charges.

If we are to meet the various pressures that we will
be facing, a strategic review of the Budget is needed.
Therefore, I support the upcoming strategic stocktake.
However, if that is to happen, the Executive must work
together strategically.

A certain level of fire fighting can be done if Executive
papers are progressed through urgent procedure.
However, an Executive meeting is the only way in
which the Executive can examine strategically how
things can be rebalanced to ensure that money goes to
front-line services in order to meet new needs. There is
no alternative, and an Executive meeting must happen.

A range of issues, which I will not go into, has been
raised, particularly by the party opposite. However,
from talking to people on the streets, I know that they
are worried about issues such as the credit crunch, fuel
prices and the pressures that the economy is under.
They want to see the Executive tackling those issues
urgently.

There is a need for such a strategic stocktake in the
overall Budget to ensure that we are able to maximise
our ambitions and provide the greatest opportunities
for people. For that to be achieved, all parties must sit
down around the Executive table. However,
unfortunately — and sadly — one party is blocking
that meeting. I urge that party to change its position
and allow the Executive to get on with their job.

Mr Beggs: There has been a dramatic change in our
economic fortunes over the past year. Many of the
factors that have caused that are outside our control,
but others are in the control of the Assembly and our
Ministers.

Oil prices have been unstable, varying from $100 a
barrel in January to $147 a barrel in July, reducing to
around $80 a barrel. Furthermore, we are experiencing
the credit crunch, the tightening of bank lending, and,
recently, we have seen a £37 billion rescue package for
three banks. All those factors affect property prices.

Can the Minister tell us what effect that turmoil has
had on Workplace 2010? That project has been
budgeted to inject £175 million in this financial year to
facilitate the long-term upgrade of substandard,
inefficient office accommodation.

Furthermore, what would reduced property prices
mean for the Budget? As other Members said, a large
proportion of our capital investment is reliant on
capital receipts from the sale of underused public
property. Those sales are already significantly behind
schedule due to a virtual stop in the property market,
meaning that developers are reluctant to purchase new
land. What is the current sales situation, and how will
that have an impact on planned capital projects?

Another issue to bear in mind is the Crossnacreevy
saga. We should not forget that DFP accepted DARD’s
valuation of £200 million for land in a green belt area
that had no planning approval. That was ridiculous.

The annual Budget Bill would normally be finalised
in December. The purpose of the motion is to try to
improve financial transparency and assist Members
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and, indeed, Committees as we reach that critical
period in the annual Budget cycle. Indeed, in light of
the recent winds of change, what stage has that cycle
reached? Is there not a need for the Executive to meet
to examine it?

My latter comments will concentrate on issues that
are within our control. Sinn Féin has prevented the
Executive from meeting and making decisions. For
example, a decision is needed on whether a stadium
should be built at the Maze or elsewhere or whether
investment should be made in an existing stadium.
With such delays, we risk capital funding being
returned to the Treasury. I am not aware how the books
are balanced at present, but if capital spending limits
are breached at the end of the year, will funds be
returned to Westminster?

The Quarry Products Association recently recorded
a 23% decline in employees over the first 10 months of
2008, with further declines projected. Those types of
figures could be replicated in other areas of the
construction sector. Will more jobs be lost needlessly?

The planned review of Planning Policy Statement
14 (PPS 14) is another matter of concern. Some people
would like to build their dream homes, but
modifications to PPS 14 that would allow them to do
so have been prevented by the failure of the Executive
to meet. Try telling bricklayers and tradesmen about
the squabble in OFMDFM between the DUP and Sinn
Féin — they do not want to know. They simply want to
keep a roof over their heads and pay their bills.

Furthermore, what do those investors who attended
the investment conference in May think of us now, given
that our Ministers refuse to meet and make decisions?

In its 2007 manifesto, the DUP claimed that all
Ministers would be bound by decisions of the
Executive and that that would allow for a more
coherent Administration. This is not a coherent
Administration: we have two factions — the DUP and
Sinn Féin — who are more interested in their narrow
self-interests than in the ordinary man and woman who
are struggling to keep a roof over their families, food
on the table and the winter cold at bay.

The Department of Finance and Personnel’s Land
and Property Services is a fiasco and waste of
resources, which must have budgetary implications. Its
computer system is substandard. It is unable to issue
court summonses; it works out inaccurate penny-
product calculations; and it requires excessive manual
processing. Furthermore, there are staff shortages in
the agency and rates arrears are growing. In March
2007, there were £88 million of rates arrears, and this
year, the figure is £130 million. The rates have not
been collected. Additional resources are required to
collect those overdue, backdated rates. The purse is
more likely to be affected by bad debt.

Councils — and I declare an interest as member of
Carrickfergus Borough Council — are failing to check
properties that, it is claimed, are vacant and to value
new properties as they come online.

Mrs Hanna: [ support the motion as amended by
my SDLP colleagues. Never has it been more
important to work together and to plan for the future
openly and with transparency. We are, of course, still
in the middle of the financial and economic tsunami. I
appreciate that the Minister of Finance and Personnel
is probably as confused as the rest of us about what the
implications of that are and what the options are with
regard to taxation and public service.

The Minister of Finance and Personnel (Mr
Dodds): Speak for yourself.

Mrs Hanna: [ am speaking for myself, but it is
hoped that the Minister is concerned and worried and
assessing the implications. [Interruption.]

The Minister of Finance and Personnel: Are they
concerns, or the Member’s views?

Mrs Hanna: [ could mention my concerns about
water charges, rates, fuel and the shared future, and I
could look for a baseline analysis of our economic and
social profile and how it relates to the policy and
investment goals that are set down and how they have
been measured; however, I will stick to health and
public safety.

I appreciate that there is never enough money, but
we must look after the most vulnerable in society. The
Budget’s increased allocation to the Department of
Health, Social Services and Public Safety was
welcome, and it vindicated Members who said that the
initial allocation was inadequate. All Members
appreciate that health is an area with infinite and
changing demands that have to be met from limited
resources.

I acknowledge the resources that went towards the
completion of the Bamford Review of Mental Health
and Learning Disability (Northern Ireland), the
commitment to targets regarding the moving of
patients from institutions to the community, the aims
regarding the necessary infrastructure of sheltered and
supported accommodation and the targets to reduce
suicide. Members agree that no area is more complex
than health and accept that a more efficient and
effective delivery of services is required, but we must
promote good health and coping strategies and prevent
ill health.

This morning, we heard, and welcomed, the Health
Minister’s statement on the end of the clostridium
difficile outbreak. The Minister stated that the outbreak
was compounded by a high occupancy of beds and a
shortfall in nursing and cleaning staff. That is still a
concern. Furthermore, I am concerned about the loss
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of 700 nursing jobs over three years. The impact of
those job losses may be mitigated by natural wastage,
as has been said, but it will be severe. People are being
urged to work smarter, but they can only go so far in
increasing efficiencies before basic service levels are
affected.

All Members are aware of the issue of free personal
care, which has been debated umpteen times; in fact, |
moved two related motions. Many years ago, the
Executive agreed to it, and we waited for the then
Minister to produce her finalised plans. We have still
not received them. I understand that the Minister of
Health, Social Services and Public Safety agrees with
free personal care, in principle, and has updated the
figures and the assessment of the costs. We can learn
from the experience in Scotland, but free personal care
must be introduced quickly.

Last night’s ‘Nolan Live’ television programme and
the debate on this morning’s ‘The Stephen Nolan
Show’ will give people an impression of the urgency
of the situation. Baroness Warnock has proposed that
euthanasia should be considered for older people with
terminal illnesses — especially those with conditions
such as Alzheimer’s — and those with terminal
illnesses who are not contributing to the economy.

12.30 pm

Members, we must work together in the Assembly
and the Executive, and commit ourselves to do what
any decent legislature must do — defend and look
after the elderly and most vulnerable in our society. We
must do that with absolute openness and transparency.
We must not allow a debate — similar to the one that I
heard this morning — to continue without Members of
the Assembly making a clear statement that they care
for people, and that they will continue to look after the
most vulnerable.

The Minister of Finance and Personnel (Mr
Dodds): I am grateful for the opportunity to participate
in the debate.

Members will be aware that in January 2008, the
Executive agreed, and the Assembly approved,
spending plans for Northern Ireland Departments,
covering 2008-09 to 2010-2011. Some Members may
argue that the economic circumstances in which we
find ourselves warrant a fundamental review of those
plans. However, when the Budget was being agreed,
there were emerging signs of the global economic
downturn that we now face, from the rising price of oil
to the collapse of Northern Rock.

Accordingly, the plans took account of the changing
economic position, particularly the growing pressure
on households. Indeed, it was for that reason that the
Executive agreed that the domestic regional rate would
be frozen and that water charges should be deferred
until 2009-10. In addition, further funding was

provided to key public services, with health and social
care receiving the highest-ever share of spending,
supported by the additional Budget flexibilities that
have enabled the Health Minister to make the recent
announcement about free prescriptions. Indeed, he
gave a very warm welcome to his final Budget position.

With regard to the health budget, accusations have
been made recently about the 3% efficiency savings
target agreed by the Executive as part of the Budget. |
want to make it clear on behalf of the Executive that
the objective of that target is to improve public
services, with all the savings being pumped back into
delivering improved services. The Assembly will,
rightly, want to scrutinise how each Minister achieves
those savings in his or her Department. However, the
efficiency agenda overall is about better services, and
the Executive were correct in setting an overall target.

Although significant time and effort were spent in
developing the Executive’s Budget plans, it is also
important that there is sufficient scope for the
Executive to review their plans in light of changing
circumstances. It is for that reason that we have the
in-year monitoring process, which provides considerable
flexibility in the course of any year to refine and adjust
spending plans in light of changing circumstances.

As regards Mr Durkan’s amendment, the Executive’s
Budget for 2008-09 to 2010-2011 set out expenditure
plans for Northern Ireland Departments for the next
three years. That represented the culmination of a
process that had been initiated as long ago as July
2005, with draft Budgets for the three years being laid
before the Assembly in October 2007.

In light of the fact that there was, and remains, no
expectation of any material additional resources
becoming available to the Northern Ireland block for
the financial year 2009-10, the Executive agreed in
March this year — as has been pointed out — to
conduct a strategic stocktake of the spending plans for
this year as opposed to a full Budget process. No
members of the Executive raised any concerns about
that approach. Some SDLP Members highlighted the
fact that Margaret Ritchie was not present at the
relevant Executive meeting. However, in accordance
with normal procedures, the draft Executive paper was
circulated to all Executive members and there was a nil
return from her Department.

Furthermore, I note with interest that several
Members have said — and Mr Durkan referred to the
fact — that it was only in recent weeks that they had
found out about the Executive’s agreed approach.
However, Mr O’Loan was present at a meeting of the
Committee for Finance and Personnel on 2 April 2008,
where Hansard records a department official as stating:

“The Executive recently concluded that there will not be a
Budget process in 2008.”
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The official goes on to outline the strategic stocktake
approach.

I repeat that that meeting was held on 2 April 2008
— not in recent weeks or in the past few days. The
Chairperson asks:

“Do Members wish to make any comments?”

That question was met with silence — silence from Mr
O’Loan and other SDLP Members. Therefore, let us
not have any nonsense about this matter being last
minute or a sudden surprise and all the rest of it.

Mr Durkan: Will the Minister give way?

The Minister of Finance and Personnel: No, the
Member has had his say and he blew it. If he had
consulted the Hansard report of that meeting or spoken
to his party colleague who attended it, he might have
realised that he was talking nonsense.

Mr Durkan: Well, if the Minister would give way —

The Minister of Finance and Personnel: No, you
had your chance and you blew it.

The objective of the strategic stocktake is to review
progress to date and to allow Departments to register
any significant pressures or easements of which they
are aware for 2009-10 and 2010-2011. It should be
stressed that the focus is on surveying the landscape at
this early stage and in determining our strategic
approach to managing any pressures through the
in-year monitoring processes. We must face the simple
fact that it is unlikely that any additional resources will
be allocated to the Northern Ireland block grant, and,
therefore, scope to make any additional allocations in
specific areas is extremely limited, without corresponding
reductions in other areas. For that reason, when
Members propose plans for extra expenditure, I will be
interested to hear them outline the areas in which they
expect cuts to be made or allocations to be reduced.
That is a relevant and important consideration when
dealing with spending plans.

As regards our legal obligation, the Department’s
view has been set out. Of course, there will have to be
Estimates, and Budget Bills will have to taken through
the Assembly to provide the legislative authority for
Departments to fund services on the basis of those
expenditure plans.

I turn now to the motion. Although Departments
face a broad range of pressures, the most significant
are those that relate to the rising cost of energy, the
Civil Service equal-pay claim, the funding of water
and sewerage services, and the impact of the downturn
in the property market on the Executive’s investment
programme. Last week, I had intended to set out
further details on the state of play on those matters as
part of my statement to the Assembly on the outcome
of the September monitoring round. The cancellation
of the Executive meeting — through no fault of ours

— meant that that was not possible. However, I have
sought to have my proposals cleared through the urgent
procedures mechanism, and thus I hope to make that
statement in the near future. Of course, I also mentioned
those issues in my statement on the June monitoring
round, and there was an exchange at that time.

Several Members highlighted the rising cost of
energy. Although prices have risen substantially over
the past year, it is also clear that there is significant
volatility in the market. In addition, although the
Executive have a key role to play, there is a need for
other bodies, such as our own Government and the
energy bodies, to play their part. The Executive will,
therefore, rightly wish to adopt a planned approach
that involves a co-ordinated response across
Departments, with efforts being focused on making the
biggest difference to those most disadvantaged by
rising energy costs.

I am writing to all Executive colleagues to advise
them of my plans to deal with the issue of fuel poverty,
which involve working with other relevant Depart-
ments and engaging with local energy companies. I
intend to table substantive proposals to put to the
Executive ahead of the December monitoring round.

Several Members mentioned the Civil Service
equal-pay claim. We are still working through the
detail of that matter and have had discussions with the
trades unions. The Executive’s priority must be to
achieve a resolution that is fair to staff but which also
safeguards public services.

One of the most important, although less glamorous,
services that we provide is water and sewerage facilities.
The spending allocations to Departments that were set
out in the Budget were predicated on charges being
introduced from 2009-10 onwards, in line with the
recommendations from the Independent Water Review
Panel. Of course, those charges were in line with the
commitments given by parties in their manifestos in
the sense that they resulted in no double charging to
consumers, providing a rate rebate of £160 and ensuring
that any extra revenue was put towards extra investment
— in other words, no water charges as outlined by
direct rule Ministers.

The significant increase in the cost of living since
then makes it right for us to consider a further deferral.
A main reason for the approach that the Executive took
to the Budget is that the block grant’s continued
funding of water and sewerage services means that
resources are not available for other services. Therefore,
deferral will have public expenditure implications.

In recent months, I have had discussions with the
Chief Secretary to the Treasury about how both the
burden of the one-off cost associated with the Civil
Service equal-pay claim and the deferral of water
changes can be implemented with the least possible
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impact on the delivery of local public services. Those
discussions are ongoing and, indeed, I met with the
Chief Secretary as recently as last week to discuss a
range of proposals.

One of the most obvious manifestations of the
global economic downturn and credit crunch has been
falling prices in the property market. Regarding the
Executive’s investment programme, I indicated in my
statement to the Assembly on the June monitoring
round that capital receipts from the sale of surplus
assets — particularly house sales — would be
significantly lower than what was planned for in the
Budget. However, the current state of the construction
market also provides an opportunity for Northern
Ireland Departments to procure capital projects at
lower costs. Therefore, I expect the downturn in the
property market to result in both pressures and easements.

I have detailed some of the larger pressures facing
the Executive, but there is a broad range of issues that
will be considered as part of the strategic stocktake. I
do not have time to go through all the important issues
that were outlined by Members today. However, we
will take into account everything that is said in today’s
debate as part of the consideration of the issues to be
dealt with in the strategic stocktake.

The issues raised by Dr Farry, Mr McLaughlin, Mr
McQuillan, Ms McCann, Mr Weir, and Mr Beggs are
important to greater and lesser extents. It should not be
forgotten that, this year, the investment strategy will
result in £1-8 billion of capital investment. That money
is available to be rolled out and is not being held back
by any “squabble”, as Mr Beggs put it. Indeed, I was
very interested to hear what Mr Beggs had to say on
that point.

Mr A Maginness: Will the Minister give way?

The Minister of Finance and Personnel: No, I will
not give way because I do not have much time left.

I was interested to hear what Mr Beggs had to say
on that point because it seemed to be a plea for the
DUP to surrender on policing and justice powers.
However, I suppose that that is no great surprise as it is
in line with his party’s previous position.

I listened very carefully to what Mr McNarry had to
say about transparency. Transparency and the
opportunity for debate are absolutely vital to the
workings of Committees and the Assembly in general,
and I welcome this debate as a part of that. [ would
like to have spoken to the Assembly last week during
the October monitoring round, but I was prevented
from doing so by the absence of an Executive meeting.
I hope that that problem can be overcome.

When listening to Mr McNarry’s proposals and his
comments about a “black hole” in the economy —
which is complete rubbish — it occurred to me that

“Tory Dave” McNarry must be taking lessons from his
new mentor “Tory Dave” Cameron.

“Tory Dave” McNarry should realise that his party
should not be trying to cosy up to the PUP, the SDLP
— as it did before — its new Tory friends, or some
other group. The Ulster Unionist Party needs to get its
act together and stand on its own two feet, rather than
following Tory policies.

Mr Weir: Will the Minister give way?

The Minister of Finance and Personnel: [ have
only a very limited time left, and I should treat all
Members in the same way. [Laughter.]

We must identify pressures and ensure that
sufficient resources are available to address those
pressures. Some Members referred to public-sector
finance problems being experienced by the national
Government even before last week’s announcement of
measures to instil greater confidence and stability in
the banking sector and, thus, the broader economy.

12.45 pm

In that overall context, we must recognise, as Mr Farry
did, our circumstances as a devolved Administration
with no capacity to take measures that are available to
national Governments, such as borrowing. We must
recognise that we live within the constraints of the
Northern Ireland block grant; that Treasury is unlikely
to provide additional funding for public services; and
that there will be few, if any, Barnett consequences
from either the Budget or the pre-Budget report. The
Treasury will also seek to apply similar constraints on
enhanced access to our end-year flexibility stock, with
any additional resources required to meet strategic issues.

Therefore, it is clear that the Executive have limited
scope, but we will address those issues. There is no
black hole in the public finances; we deal with emerging
issues through the year as they emerge. We face a
range of potential pressures, and, as an Executive, we
take the appropriate steps in response to those pressures.
As Mr Weir pointed out, the people who criticise the
Executive are criticising their own Ministers, who
signed up to the Budget, the process and the strategic
way forward. They can shake their heads and make all
the statements that they like, but they signed up to it as
well.

Mr Deputy Speaker: The Business Committee has
arranged to meet immediately upon the lunchtime
suspension. I, therefore, propose, by leave of the
Assembly, to suspend the sitting until 2.00 pm, when
the first Member called to speak will be Mr Sean
Neeson to wind on amendment No 2.

The sitting was suspended at 12.46 pm.
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On resuming (Mr Deputy Speaker [Mr Molloy] in
the Chair) —

2.00 pm

Mr Neeson: [ am not sure whether I should declare
an interest, as I, in common with other Members, have
recently become a shareholder in some of the UK’s
major banks.

I support the Alliance Party and the SDLP
amendments. This budgetary issue came to light at a
meeting of the Committee for Enterprise, Trade and
Investment. At that time, the Chairperson and I were
singing from the same hymn sheet.

What has been proposed shows the arrogance of an
Executive that treat this Assembly with the greatest
contempt. At present, the Executive exist in name only.
The proposed monitoring process is too limited. It is
worth defining the problem, because terms such as
“downturn” and “credit crunch” are loosely bandied
about. The Government’s difficulty is that the value of
assets has decreased. Therefore, assumptions in
relation to land sales — about which the Alliance Party
was always wary — may turn out to be inaccurate. As
much of the Executive’s future planning was based on
those assumptions, there will be a significant
detrimental effect.

The downturn in the Republic of Ireland will have
an impact on tax receipts and, therefore, on the
availability of funding for the national development
plan for Ireland, which includes projects in Northern
Ireland, such as the Belfast to Larne road. Again, the
Alliance Party was always wary that such funding
might not be prioritised in the event of unfavourable
economic conditions.

The credit crunch has an impact on borrowing, but
that applies more to businesses and households than
directly to Government. The political challenge of how
to ensure that small businesses do not suffer at the
hands of warier bankers is not related to the motion.
The issue is more one of an asset crunch than a credit
crunch. Therefore, the motion is well timed and
welcome. However, that leaves one wondering why
Ulster Unionist Members consistently opposed the
Budget and the investment strategy. The Alliance Party
has consistently warned that it was risky to sell assets,
to freeze rates and to assume that funding would be
forthcoming from the Republic of Ireland.

The Alliance amendment is more flexible than the
SDLP’s; although, as I said earlier, Members in my
party support both. I am worried about, and have
cautioned the House against, the real danger that we
will talk Northern Ireland into a more serious recession
than that experienced in the rest of the UK. David
McNarry made the point that the Executive do not
have a contingency fund, bearing in mind the present
economic problems. Mark Durkan stated clearly that

an annual Budget process was needed. Every other
political institution has an annual Budget. In order to
function properly, this Assembly must also have an
annual Budget; particularly bearing in mind the daily
changing economic situation in Northern Ireland, the
UK, the Republic of Ireland and globally.

My colleague Stephen Farry quite rightly reminded
Members that the Health Minister’s decision to cut the
number of nurses is like a knife going through the
Health Service. He also stated that the Alliance Party
has always supported the idea of the Assembly having
tax-varying powers. Last week, I was very pleased that
Mitchel McLaughlin from Sinn Féin also brought the
issue to the House. Therefore, there is growing support
in the Assembly for such a process to be developed.

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

Mr O’Loan: I will begin with three quotations from
speeches that Peter Robinson made in the House on 29
January 2008:

“I turn first to the consultation exercise conducted on the draft
Budget proposals published last October. In my statement last Tuesday,
I acknowledged the key role played by the statutory Committees of
the Assembly in reviewing and reporting on the departmental and

cross-cutting implications of the draft Budget proposals.” —
[Official Report, Bound Volume 27, p99, col 2].

“It would be madness for any Finance Minister to bring forward
a Budget and say that it will stand for three years and not be
changed in any way. That would be a ludicrous position to adopt.”
— [Official Report, Bound Volume 27, p147, col 2].

“Furthermore, the Northern Ireland Act 1998 places a duty on
me, as Minister of Finance and Personnel, to lay before the
Assembly a draft Budget before the beginning of each financial
year.” — [Olfficial Report, Bound Volume 27, p149, col 2].

I could simply say that I rest my case, because SDLP’s
case for the amendment is based on the law, and the
law is as it is.

I wish to refer to 12 pressures on the Budget and
changes that have happened, and I will state them briefly.
First, the property market has changed. Secondly, there
have been some gains and some losses in construction
project costs, but they must be requantified. Thirdly,
the construction industry is in turmoil, and we need a
revised statement on construction spend.

Fourthly, more than £100 million will be spent this
year to address the equal pay issue for civil servants,
and more will be spent in future years. Fifthly, there
may be a further deferral of water charges, but what
are the consequences of that? Sixthly, the First
Minister gave his support for the fuel poverty task
force, but where is the money to match it? Seventhly,
is there really no money in the Budget for the reform
of secondary education?

Eighthly, there was a temporary solution to the
childcare crisis, but what is the long-term solution, and
where is the funding? Ninthly, is it really the case that
no lessons have been learned from the efficiency
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savings exercise that ought to be factored into Budget
allocations? Tenthly, Sir George Bain’s report on the
decentralisation of public-sector jobs has been
published, but where is the plan and the money to
move 4,000 jobs in five years’ time? Eleventhly, Civil
Service reform is an ambitious programme, but timings
and costings have not been revised. Twelfthly, with the
increasing pressure on household incomes, do the
Executive have nothing new to offer on the poverty
strategy, or the lack thereof? We need a revised Budget.

I will now refer to the Minister’s remarks about the
matter coming to the Committee. A departmental
official brought the matter verbally to the Committee,
saying that the Executive had recently concluded
something on the matter. No legislation was quoted,
and the matter was presented in what might be
described as an ofthand way, containing the phrase:

“The Committee might be more interested in future
developments.”

Therefore, it is not surprising that the Committee did
not flag it up as a major issue, never mind a legislative
one.

Later in the year, however, the matter was raised in
writing, and then the Committee realised that it was a
serious issue. All the Committee members, including
four Democratic Unionist Party members and three
Sinn Féin members, demanded a detailed explanation
from the Department, and that remains the position.

I wish to comment on two speeches that were made.
Mitchel McLaughlin, who spoke as Chairperson of the
Committee for Finance and Personnel, referred to the
Committee having sought clarification and taken legal
advice. Yet, I was surprised that, as a Member of Sinn
Féin, he was content to prejudge that advice and to
assume that it would not represent the law as we would
regard it, which is the only way that it can be regarded.
I find it surprising — but perhaps I should not be
surprised — that Mitchel McLaughlin, speaking on
behalf of Sinn Féin, is happy to give full authority to a
DUP Minister to call the shots on the changes that will
have to be made to the Budget.

Jennifer McCann spoke about the problems that many
people face, and read out a considerable list of things
that must be done. She said that we need to examine
our spending but went on to say that we did not need
to revise our Budget and that the Assembly and its
Committees had no function in revising that Budget.
That is a ludicrous and self-contradictory position.

It will be clear to the public that we have no
Executive, no Budget and no Government.

Mr McNarry: I thank everyone who took part in
the debate and listened to it. It was essential that the
debate took place, because it is a test of the relevance
of the Assembly. The public are worried about one
thing above all else — the impact of the economic

downturn on their lives. We should be concerned that
the assumptions on which the Budget is based are
wildly over-optimistic. If the miscalculations are of the
order of the Crossnacreevy situation, we are in trouble.

I thank Mark Durkan for fleshing out the detail of
the annual Budget process, which should be taking
place in the Assembly. I also wish to thank Dr Farry
for drawing our attention to the fact that inflation now
stands at 5:2% and that energy costs have risen
significantly since the Budget was introduced.
However, I wish that he would resist taking cheap
shots after complimenting people; I suspect that
Members switched off after that and did not hear the
important things that he was saying. Perhaps I should
forgive the Alliance Party Members; it may be that the
grubby deals for an Executive position are going to
their heads.

I welcome Mitchel McLaughlin’s comments; he gave
details of the Committee for Finance and Personnel’s
engagement with the Department, especially with
regard to the effect that falling property prices is
having on receipts, and the assumptions that underpin
the Budget.

Peter Weir’s message of “Don’t panic; don’t panic”,
like Corporal Jones in ‘Dad’s Army’, produced almost
as much amusement as his comment that he was willing
to accept the advice of any other party. However, [
welcome Mr Weir’s acceptance of the need for a
strategic stocktake on budgetary presumptions. Again,
despite his knack for knocking his former party, he left
out the agony that his new party is going through over
the talk about Peter Robinson’s and Nigel Dodds’s
local difficulties.

I thank my colleague Roy Beggs for pointing to the
fact that DFP accepted DARD’s valuation of the
Crossnacreevy site at £200 million. How can we have
confidence in the professionalism of DFP’s acceptance
of that valuation of green-belt land at those levels? |
also thank Mr Beggs for highlighting the shambles that
pertains in the Rate Collection Agency. Members
misinterpreted what Mr Beggs said; perhaps when they
read his remarks in Hansard they will see that they
referred directly to the Sinn Féin party and to none other.

The Minister of Finance and Personnel rightly drew
attention to the Executive’s strategic stocktake; that is
the whole point of this debate. The Executive are
conducting the stocktake, not this democratically
elected Assembly.

Mr Durkan: How and when?

Mr McNarry: Indeed. As part of its report on the
Executive’s draft Budget 2008-2012, the Department
asked Committees for their views on the details
provided in respect of departmental budget submissions,
and, in particular, whether any additional information
would have been of use. I do not know about other
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Committees, but the Committee for Culture, Arts and
Leisure, in response to that question, said:
“The Committee is of the view that the level of detail provided

in the draft Budget document made it very difficult for the
Committee to comment constructively”

on the draft Budget. In particular, it was difficult for
the Committee for Culture, Arts and Leisure to assess
the impact of funding when the draft Budget did not
make clear which specific bids would be met. I have
no doubt that the Minister will take note.

2.15 pm

The Minister also draws attention to the normal
in-year process, which occurs automatically in the DFP
system. However, these are not normal circumstances;
they are once-in-a-century circumstances. We are in
the midst of a stock-market crash on a par with that of
1929. The Minister speaks of opportunities presented
by falling costs in the construction sector, as well as
the threats posed by a reduction in the proceeds and
receipts from property sales. Are those equal? I do not
think so.

I was disappointed in the Minister today; I am glad
he is here, but he has not inspired confidence. It was
not just a question of style or presentation; it was the
lack of a convincing argument with substance.

Speaking last week about the world economic crisis,
the American inventor, Warren Buffett, said:

“It’s only when the tide goes out that you learn who’s been
swimming naked.”

Minister, the tide is rolling in, and we wonder whether
you will have a wetsuit on or just your flippers. On
that note, I ask the House to support the integrity of the
motion.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order. Before I put the
Question, I advise Members that, whether amendment
No 1 is made or not, the Question on amendment No 2
will still be put.

Question put, That amendment No 1 be made.
The Assembly divided: Ayes 34; Noes 52.

AYES

Mr Attwood, Mr Beggs, Mr D Bradley, Mrs M Bradley,
Mr P J Bradley, Mr Burns, Mr Cobain,

Rev Dr Robert Coulter, Mr Cree, Mr Dallat,

Mr Durkan, Mr Elliott, Sir Reg Empey, Dr Farry,

Mr Gallagher, Mrs Hanna, Mrs D Kelly, Mr Kennedy,
Ms Lo, Mrs Long, Mr A Maginness, Mr McCallister
Mr B McCrea, Mr McFarland, Mr McGlone,

Mr McNarry, Mr Neeson, Mr O’Loan, Ms Purvis,

Mr P Ramsey, Ms Ritchie, Mr K Robinson, Mr Savage,
Mr B Wilson.

Tellers for the Ayes: Dr Farry and Mr O’Loan.

NOES

Mr Adams, Mr Boylan, Mr Brady, Mr Bresland,

Mpr Brolly, Lord Browne, Mr Buchanan, Mr Butler
Mr T Clarke, Mr W Clarke, Mr Craig, Mr Dodds,

Mr Doherty, Mr Donaldson, Mr Easton, Mrs Foster,
Mr Hamilton, Mr Hilditch, Mr G Kelly, Mr A Maskey,
Mr P Maskey, Mr F McCann, Ms J McCann,

Mr McCartney, Mr McElduff, Mrs McGill,

Mr M McGuinness, Miss Mcllveen, Mr McKay,

Mr McLaughlin, Mr McQuillan, Lord Morrow,

Mr Moutray, Mr Murphy, Mr Newton, Ms Ni Chuilin,
Mr O’Dowd, Mrs O’Neill, Mr Poots, Ms S Ramsey,
Mr G Robinson, Mrs I Robinson, Mr P Robinson,

Mr Ross, Ms Ruane, Mr Shannon, Mr Simpson,

Mr Spratt, Mr Storey, Mr Weir, Mr Wells, Mr S Wilson.

Tellers for the Noes: Mr Craig and Ms S Ramsey.
Question accordingly negatived.

Question, That amendmant No 2 be made, put and
agreed to.

Main Question, as amended, put and agreed to.
Resolved:

That this Assembly calls on the Minister of Finance and
Personnel to detail any existing and anticipated financial pressures
impacting on public spending allocations in the current budgetary
period, in light of the global economic downturn and credit crunch,
and to report on any plans to make changes to the underlying
allocations within the 2008-2011 Budget, beyond the scope of the
quarterly monitoring rounds.
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Teachers’ Strike at Movilla High School,
Newtownards

Mr Deputy Speaker: I have received a private
notice question, in accordance with Standing Order 20,
for the Minister of Education.

Mr Storey asked the Minister of Education to detail
the action she has taken to resolve the teachers’ strike
at Movilla High School in Newtownards.

The Minister of Education (Ms Ruane): Go raibh
maith agat, a LeasCheann Combhairle. [ am very
concerned by the recent developments at Movilla High
School, which are now adversely affecting the
education of all pupils at the school. It is disappointing
that the issue has come to this point. It would be better
for all parties if it had not come to such public
attention. Teachers need to be back doing what they
do, teaching; and pupils need to be back in the
classroom, being educated. That must happen quickly.

Ach sin mar ata sé. T4 sé riachtanach go bhfaigheann
gach dalta an t-oideachas ata sé no6 si i dteideal a thail
— gach uile dhalta. T4 s¢ de dhualgas orainn freisin a
chinntit go mbionn muinteoiri dbalta a ndualgas féin a
chomhlionadh i dtimpeallacht at4 sabhailte.

That translates as: but we are where we are. It is
essential that every pupil receives the education to
which he or she is entitled, and that means every pupil.
We also have a duty to ensure that teachers are able to
perform their duties in a safe environment.

I am aware that a stalemate situation has developed,
and I am urging all those involved to work together in
order to find a speedy resolution so that the education
of all the pupils at Movilla High School can return to
normality as quickly as possible.

We need to see this issue resolved, whether by the
offer of the Children’s Commissioner to mediate, the
auspices of the Labour Relations Agency, or through
local dialogue. I also ask that the privacy of the pupil
and the pupil’s family be respected by all involved, in
this House and by the media. Go raibh maith agat.

Mr D Bradley: On a point of order, Mr Deputy
Speaker. It is a cause for regret that contributions on
this issue are being confined to one constituency,
considering the fact that it was a Member from another
constituency, who is the Chairperson of the Committee
for Education, who tabled the private notice question.

The issue of teacher assaults would have benefited
from a wider range of contributions in the House. It
was noted in a recent report by the Irish National
Teachers’ Organisation —

Mr Deputy Speaker: [ will answer the point of
order if the Member will please resume his seat.

Members will know that in every case the choice of
questions and supplementary questions is for the
direction of the Speaker. The Speaker decided that this
private notice question is related to a constituency
matter and that other Members will not be called in
that situation. I now want to resume the debate.

Mr Storey: I express some concern because I had
asked the Minister to detail to the House what action
she had taken with regard to this serious situation.
Unfortunately, the Minister has not detailed what she
has done to try to resolve the situation. Obviously,
people want a resolution.

Several questions flow from the dispute. First, can
the Minister confirm that the pupil who is at the centre
of the dispute is legally enrolled in the school? I concur
with her comment that the privacy of the pupil and
family is paramount. Obviously, Members are concerned
about the pupil who is at the centre of the controversy.
Secondly, can she confirm that, in a statement, the
South Eastern Education and Library Board agreed to
suspend the implementation of complete reduction of
salaries for teachers who are involved in the dispute? It
seems that the issue has become the subject of another
debate. From the union’s point of view, that is
regrettable. Thirdly, can the Minister confirm that she
will speak to the unions concerned about the course of
action that she has taken?

The outcome must not, in any way, detract from the
safety of staff in any school. However, as Chairman of
the Education Committee, I fear that a precedent has
been set about how such issues are dealt with, given
that there has been a significant increase in the number
of assaults in schools during the past several years and
the fact that other schools currently experience the
same situation when pupils are suspended. Remember
that the pupil who is at the centre of the dispute is back
at school legally. The Assembly must ensure that a
precedent is not set for staff to take action that disrupts
the education of other pupils — 540 other pupils in the
case of Movilla High School.

Mr McNarry: The most important concern in this
unfortunate situation is that the provision of education
at the school must continue. The Assembly must hear
the Minister’s assurance that there will be no lasting
interference to that crucial provision.

The issue is, of course, of grave concern because it
is not clear whether a police investigation is under way
in respect of the alleged assault and the complaint that
arose from that allegation. Perhaps the Minister can
provide that information. If such an investigation is
under way, what primacy does it have? Is it intertwined
with the Minister’s action? If there is no police
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investigation, surely parents should ask why not.
Therein may lie the answer.

I have listened to the Minister’s comments. I am
grateful for what she has said. However, she has not
said whom she supports in this situation: is it the pupil
who is at the centre of the dispute; all other pupils; one
set of parents; all other parents; the school; its principal;
its board; or the trade unions? The Minister must tell
the Assembly now what her position is and whom she
supports. Members will then have an inkling of what
action and direction she is likely to take.

Mr McCarthy: Is the Minister not ashamed to lead
a Department of Education in Northern Ireland that
presides over the events at Movilla High School in
Newtownards where pupils are being denied the
teaching and education to which they are entitled? The
problem did not arise overnight; it has existed for a
considerable time. Surely, her Department should have
sorted the problem out by whatever means necessary
long before it reached the point of no return, whereby
pupils are being denied their education and there have
been accusations of assault on a teacher.

We cannot accept such a situation. Will the Minister
enlighten the Assembly as to what she is doing in the
immediate term to solve the problem?

Mr Shannon: It is with regret that I put this
question to the Minister; furthermore, it is put from a
position of concern. As other Members said, this is a
most delicate issue. However, it is vital for the pupil
concerned, and for all the pupils of the school, that
welfare and education are taken care of.

Is the Minister aware of the discussions that have
taken place between the South Eastern Education and
Library Board and the unions? A solution was put
forward to resolve the dispute and end the strike. What
steps is the Minister taking to deliver a solution? A
solution exists, if all the parties involved will grasp it.

The Minister of Education: Members have asked
me a couple of direct questions. I will answer those that
I can, and I will explain why, in view of the situation,
it would be inappropriate to answer others.

The young person concerned is under 18 and we
must be careful of putting undue focus on any school
pupil. In my statement, I stressed the importance of
pupils and teachers being able to operate in a safe
environment. As people know, my Department takes a
very serious view of assaults on teachers; the bullying
of young people; and of the need to provide emotional
support for young people.

With respect to the Member who asked whom [
support, the question is, rather, how we resolve the
issue so that everyone gets back to school — teachers
and pupils alike — while maintaining respect for
everyone’s rights. For me, that is paramount.

I shall answer other questions. The pupil is legally
enrolled in the school. The board has not agreed to
suspend the reduction in salaries; however, it has
agreed to review its decision to suspend pay if one of
the parties involved agrees to mediation.

Mediation can happen in several ways, and |
outlined three in my statement. The first is through the
good offices of the Children’s Commissioner; the
second is the potential for local dialogue, which would,
obviously, involve the board; and the third is through
the Labour Relations Agency. It is not for me to say
which is the correct option; however, [ must insist that
everyone sits down, starts talking and resolves the
difficulty. We cannot have a situation where 540
children are out of school, or one in which people feel
that they work in an unsafe environment.

I am aware that efforts have been made to resolve
the matter, and that much hard work has gone into
those efforts. There is a way through the impasse, and
we must find it. Rather than get involved in a blame
game, let us calm the situation, focus on a resolution
and ensure that we do not focus on one particular
child. To do so would be unfair.

Mr McCarthy: Will the Minister —

Mr Deputy Speaker: No further supplementary
questions will be asked.
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Mr Deputy Speaker: In accordance with the
Business Committee’s agreement to allocate additional
time where two or more amendments have been
selected, up to one hour and 45 minutes have been
allowed for this debate. The proposer of the motion
will have 10 minutes to propose and 10 minutes to
make a winding-up speech. Two amendments have
been selected and published on the Marshalled List.
The proposer of each amendment will have 10 minutes
to propose and five minutes to make a winding-up
speech. All other Members will have five minutes.

2.45 pm
Mr Gallagher: I beg to move

That this Assembly expresses concern that the Minister of the
Environment continues to ignore the mounting evidence that
climate change is a significant issue, and

(1) calls on the First Minister and deputy First Minister to ensure
that the Department of the Environment recognises recent scientific
evidence and sets challenging targets for carbon reductions and
sustainable development across all departments; and

(ii) calls on the First Minister and deputy First Minister to ensure
that the principles and priorities for the Department of the
Environment contained in the Programme for Government, and
approved by the Assembly, are reflected accurately by both the
Minister of the Environment and departmental officials, for example,
when attending North-South and East-West ministerial meetings.

The motion is essentially about the growing concerns
that exist about the environment. Central to it are
concerns that human activity contributes to damaging
the environment, particularly through CO2 emissions,
which are causing global warming, which in turn
affects climate change. In the face of overwhelming
evidence about that link, our Environment Minister —
whom I welcome to the debate — has rejected, on
numerous occasions, the fact that human activities
have caused climate change.

Two amendments have been tabled. Amendment No
2, tabled by the Alliance Party, pretty much reflects our
views, and we have no difficulty in accepting it.
Amendment No 1 is detailed; nevertheless, it seeks to
focus attention away from the Minister’s role.
Although the amendment addresses some laudable
matters, such as energy saving and sustainable
development, it avoids the key issue, which is that the
Minister of the Environment continues to equivocate
about the contribution of human activity to global
warming. The evidence that human actions have
contributed to climate change is beyond question, and
that is why we are calling on the Environment Minister
to adopt a more serious approach.

Time does not permit me to go into the scientific
evidence today — and I am not a scientist — but it is

on record and well documented. I refer Members to the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC),
which has been going for 10 years, and has issued a
number of reports. Professor Neil Adger is a leading
author with the IPCC, and he works at the School of
Environmental Sciences at the University of East
Anglia. He states:

“Anyone who disputes these facts is either a fool or is seeking
deliberately to mislead for political or other purposes. The IPCC is
the most rigorous science available — on its evidence every
country, province and indeed individual needs to act now —

anything else is a dereliction of our duty of care to ourselves and
our future”.

To bring that home; in April 2008, the Chief
Medical Officer, Dr Michael McBride, said:

“Current predictions on climate change suggest greater
long-term impacts on health than any current public health priority.

”

He continued:

“We must tackle this issue on all fronts, reducing our
contribution to the problem and responding to the effects of climate
change is a shared international responsibility.”

Although climate change is a technical, scientific,
health and economic issue, it is also a moral one. As
some Members know, in global terms, the present level
of carbon emissions can undermine the well-being of
millions of people today and condemn further
generations to live in an inhospitable climate.

In reflecting on global warming, one of the great
tragedies and ironies is that the poor — those who
have contributed least to it — will suffer most,
especially those in areas that are most susceptible to
rising sea levels. Bangladesh is a case in point. Such
areas are inhabited by the poor, who have the least
resources available to them to change their life situations.
Our neighbouring Governments in the Republic of
Ireland and the UK have joined with industrial
countries around the world to tackle climate change.

All those involved are making some effort to reduce
dependence on fossil fuels, which are responsible for
carbon emissions. Government spokespersons from
those countries have reinforced the message that
people have to change their habits and reduce their
carbon footprint if the environment is to be saved.

It is time for a serious approach to climate change
by all concerned, including the head of the Department
of the Environment — the Minister — and his officials.
Playing political football with environmental issues is
not acceptable. It is not good enough to adopt the
strategy that if it is not going to happen on my watch, |
will leave it to my successor to deal with, even though
I know that what is done now will only exacerbate the
problem and create a potentially irreversible situation.

People today must live in a way that is just and fair
for all — and for future generations of human beings
and all other forms of life on the planet. We, in
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Northern Ireland, have opportunities to do things in
other ways. We can reduce our carbon emissions
without reducing or harming our prosperity. There are
abundant resources to exploit: wind, tide, and biomass
are possible alternative sources of energy. Domestic
renewable sources of energy, such as solar panels and
small wind turbines, can make a very significant
difference.

I have difficulty with the DUP amendment. How
can ordinary people seriously be expected to make a
contribution to energy savings in their homes and
small businesses when the entire Department is not
serious about the issue? The Assembly needs to lead
the way.

In Northern Ireland, as is the case around the world,
large energy-reliant businesses such as power stations
are the main contributors to the problem of carbon
emissions. Those businesses are now required to make
a contribution to reducing the carbon footprint. What
must they make of the dilemma that, on the one hand,
they are being asked to make a contribution while, on
the other, the Minister of the Environment has been
frequently quoted as saying that he does not believe
that their activities, or the production of emissions,
make any significant contribution to climate change?

I will finish with the words of the theologian
Leonardo Boff, who, when speaking about
environmental damage, said that unless we get to grips
with this issue:

“There will be no new Noah’s Ark to save some and leave the
rest to perish. We all either sink or swim together”.

Mr Ross: [ beg to move amendment No 1: Leave
out all after ‘Assembly’ and insert

“recognises that climate change is occurring, is a significant
issue and that mankind should contribute to a solution to the extent
to which it is contributing to the problem; calls on the Office of
First Minister and deputy First Minister and the Minister of the
Environment to take action to minimise the impact of this on
individuals, households and small and medium sized enterprises;
further recognises that the Department of the Environment has
already committed to targets in this area in the Programme for
Government; and further calls on the Minister of the Environment
to promote the Energy Saving Trust and the Northern Ireland
Energy Agency in order to help prevent further financial pressure
on households.”

I welcome the opportunity to have a full and open
debate on climate change, as we have not often had the
opportunity to do so. I am disappointed by Mr
Gallagher’s opening comments. He did not say that his
primary concern was the environment or his
constituents: he said that the central rationale behind
the motion was to target the Minister.

The argument in the motion is that the Minister is
ignoring the significant impact of climate change; he is
not. Nor is the Minister denying that climate change is
happening; climate change is a fact. It has always
happened. It is a natural phenomenon whereby global

temperatures have risen and fallen throughout the
centuries; from the ice age and, more recently, between
the 1940s and the 1970s when global temperatures
have fallen.

The real argument — not only in the House — is
about the extent to which mankind adds to the effects
of climate change. My amendment accepts that the
climate is changing and calls on the Minister to take
appropriate action to minimise the impact on the
population.

The impact of climate change is clear, and, over
recent years, Members have witnessed severe flooding
in parts of Northern Ireland, including parts of my
constituency. I visited many of the affected houses and
saw the damage caused at first hand. Mr Gallagher
said that the Assembly must act now, and people
expect the Executive to act immediately, as they did
after the floods.

However, it is not simply a matter of financial
assistance. Other practical decisions must be taken to
reduce the impact of climate change: new housing
developments should not be built on flood plains, and
a certain amount of flood water should remain on the
site of new developments to reduce any future surge on
the water table. Such practical measures recognise the
problem and aim to find a solution that can make a
difference to people.

People do not want only targets; they want action.
However, let us not forget that some targets were set in
the Programme for Government that was passed by the
Assembly. The responsibility for dealing with climate
change does not rest with a single Department. Rather,
several Departments, including the Department of the
Environment, have a role to play. The Executive,
therefore, are collectively responsible for climate change.

The original motion refers to the North/South
Ministerial Council, but that has no mandate to discuss
climate change. It also refers to the British-Irish
Council, which has only limited scope to discuss the
issue. My amendment calls on the Minister to work
with groups that can help to reduce the amount of energy
that people use in their homes and thereby save money.

Now is not the time to hit people, or businesses, with
higher taxes disguised as environmental incentives.
The burden is heavy enough, and the Assembly should
instead encourage people to take measures that will be
to their practical advantage. I listened to Mr Gallagher
question why individuals would do so, and the simple
answer is that it would save them money. The Assembly
should not, particularly given the current global
financial crisis, burden businesses to the extent that
they lose any competitive advantage against foreign
competitors, not only for the sake of the businesses but
for their employees.
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That is not to say that individuals cannot take
action, but it is important to send a clear message that
saving energy does not necessarily hit the pockets of
constituents. Unfortunately, the idea of being
environmentally friendly is often associated with
higher costs. The prime example of that is the
introduction of green taxes in Europe and elsewhere.
Often, those taxes have little to do with saving the
environment and much more to do with generating
more money for the Government. Therefore, people
are rightly sceptical about that approach.

The motion also refers to the Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change, which claims that 2,500
scientists agree that CO2 is responsible for global
warming and that humans are the culprits. Al Gore’s
infamous film, ‘An Inconvenient Truth’, made as he
attempted to set himself up as a potential US President,
supported that view. However, it should not be
forgotten that, the last time that he ran for president, he
claimed to have invented the Internet, and the real
“inconvenient truth” was that he did not.

It is important in any debate on climate change to
recognise that people have different views on its cause,
although Governments across the world have been
quick to implement policies on the back of the opinion
of a majority of scientists whose data are questionable.
As a result of the focus on climate change in recent
years, many nations throughout the world have spent
billions of pounds of taxpayers’ money. That is
particularly relevant at a time when the world faces
dire financial problems.

The Assembly must be mindful of the impact of
Government’s decisions on people, but, unfortunately,
some Members are not. Indeed, last month, the
chairperson of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change, and the UN’s top climate scientist, Dr
Rajendra Pachauri, urged people to cut their meat
consumption as a way to combat climate change.

Members must recognise the potential outcome of
that. Mad cow disease was once the greatest threat to
the meat industry; now it seems to be mad scientists.
Everyone is becoming too used to the extreme fringes
of the environmental lobby coming up with ideas that
restrict personal freedoms and result in having a costly
impact on the pockets of individuals. Those scientists
now target the meat sector.

Individuals can decide for themselves what action to
take to be sensitive to the environment. Furthermore,
the comments of that top climate scientist could have a
serious impact on the farming industry here, an
industry that has already taken several measures to
reduce the environmental damage caused by its
activities. The meat industry in Northern Ireland
employs thousands of people and generates millions of
pounds annually in revenue. The situation in industry

is difficult enough without such outrageous comments
being made.

However, individuals can take several steps to
reduce their energy consumption and save money. We
must ensure that being environmentally friendly is
cost-effective for individuals — that will make energy
conservation a more attractive proposition. Simple
measures such as turning a thermostat down by 1°C
can save the average home 10% of its fuel bill.
Cavity-wall and loft insulation, energy-saving light
bulbs, draft proofing, heating controls and water-tank
insulation are all good ways of saving energy in the
home, helping to reduce energy consumption and, as a
result, helping to save money.

3.00 pm

Several initiatives, such as the cavity-wall cashback
scheme, can save money and reduce energy
consumption. In the current dire economic situation, a
saving of a few hundred pounds a year can go a long
way. Furthermore, it is important that we reduce the
region’s energy dependency. The Minister of Finance
and Personnel, Nigel Dodds, referred to the significant
issue of rising energy costs in an earlier debate.
Therefore, amendment No 1 calls on the Minister of
the Environment to work with groups such as the
Energy Saving Trust and the Northern Ireland Energy
Agency to actively promote opportunities for taxpayers
to save money.

It is crucial that we change our sensitivity to the
environment and to energy consumption and move
away from the view that big Government tell us what
to do or we get taxed, to a situation where individuals,
businesses and householders are given incentives to
conserve energy. The agencies that | mentioned give
individuals the opportunity to implement simple changes
— which are sensitive to the environment and save
money — to their everyday routine. It is important that
the Assembly identifies the problems and suggests
solutions. I urge the House to support amendment No
1, which recognises the challenges that we face and
identifies practical steps that individuals and the
Government can take that will not have a negative
impact on people during this difficult economic time.

Mr B Wilson: I beg to move amendment No 2: At
end insert

“(iii) calls on all Ministers to ensure that their Departments
recognise the significance of man-made climate change, particularly

in the promotion of sustainability in transport, planning, housing
and energy consumption.”

I thank Mr Gallagher for tabling the motion. It is
important that the Assembly has an opportunity to
debate climate change, which, along with the
Minister’s controversial views, has been in the news
during the past few months.
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In October 2007, David Ford and I tabled a motion
on climate change that demanded that climate change
and sustainability be central to all Executive policy.
Although the current Environment Minister spoke
against that motion, the Assembly agreed to it
unanimously. However, I must ask what impact that
has had on Executive decisions. As far as I can see, it
has had none. It appears that in making decisions, the
Executive have ignored sustainability and the threat of
climate change. For example, the amount of money
that will be spent on public transport in the next 10
years will not increase. In fact, the Department for
Regional Development is obsessed with building more
roads, which will in turn create more traffic. Alternative
measures, such as public transport, should be examined.
There has been no leadership on the matter.

Planners continue to give permission to build houses
on flood plains. In the past few months, the Assembly
has given £2 million of grants to householders who
live near riverbanks and have been flooded out by
heavy rain. Again, action should be taken on that
matter, but nothing has happened.

Although the Executive have taken some action, it
has been negative. Direct rule Ministers introduced
Reconnect grants to help householders to create
microgeneration systems in their houses. However, the
abolition of that initiative was one of the first things
that was done under the Budget. If we want to encourage
people to use alternative energy and reduce their carbon
footprint, the last thing that we should do is discourage
the development of microgeneration systems.

The previous Administration established the
Renewable Energy Installer Academy, which was
funded by the Department of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment and provided courses on how to install the
new microgeneration systems. However, the people
who received the training found that jobs disappeared
because the Reconnect grants on which those jobs
were dependent were no longer available.

Renewable energy systems have great potential. In
Germany, 250,000 people are employed to install and
create such systems. Our current figure is around 100,
so we have not tapped that potential. The Executive
abolished the previous plans to set mandatory targets
and to install renewable systems in new housing.

Furthermore, the Executive have totally failed to
show any leadership on the issue of sustainability.
Instead of putting their money where their mouth is,
they pay lip service to the issue. We are one of the
windiest places, if not the single windiest place, in
Europe, so we should take the initiative and develop
energy from our offshore wind — a significant
resource that is the envy of many European countries.

We generate approximately 1% of our energy from
renewable sources. Denmark, which is a country that is

not much bigger than ours, produces 25% of its energy
from wind. We could do that if we had the will and if
the Executive showed some leadership. We have the
advantage of being an island around which there is
much potential for wave and tidal power. We have a
tidal-turbine prototype that should be developed, and I
am sure that the Executive could help to promote that
technology. The turbine could be developed at Harland
and Wolff, and that technology could be a prototype
for the rest of the world.

Mr McCarthy: The Member has repeatedly referred
to the Executive. What Executive is he talking about?
The one that should be in place has not met since June
2008. Will he clarify his position? Is he talking about
the Northern Ireland Housing Executive, or is it some
other executive? Perhaps the Member will explain.

Mr B Wilson: I thank the Member for that point. I
was talking about previous decisions that were made
when the Executive were meeting.

If the resources that I referred to were developed,
thousands of long-term jobs could be created. That
could also combat fuel poverty by saving people
money on energy bills. In addition, that would increase
our energy security, because we are at the end of a long
supply line for gas and oil, and we are being hit hardest
by increasing fuel prices and shortages.

We are supposed to show that we really believe that
climate change is a problem, but the appointment of
our new Environment Minister has sent out all the
wrong signals to the community. If the Environment
Minister does not believe that we are responsible for
climate change, why should anyone else?

Mr D Bradley: Does the Member agree that the
Minister’s understanding of climate change is on a par
with Ali G’s understanding of policing in Northern
Ireland?

Mr B Wilson: I am not sure what Ali G’s
understanding of policing is, but it sounds good
anyway.

Perhaps the Minster should get out more; he should
attend a meeting of EU environment Ministers, which
would give him an opportunity to convince those
Ministers that they have all been conned by the green,
climate-alarmist scaremongering that he mentioned in
his ‘News Letter’ article. Other European environment
Ministers would be interested to hear how he worked
that out.

Most people who are involved in environmental
matters consider the Minister’s opinions to be backward,
reactionary and irrelevant. He ignores all the scientific
evidence, and he gives credibility to a few crank
scientists who are sponsored by oil companies, hold
extreme views and have a vested interest in promoting
the use of fossil fuels.
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The Assembly should support amendment No 2 and
put sustainability at the centre of Executive policy.

The Chairperson of the Committee for the
Environment (Mr McGlone): Go raibh maith agat, a
LeasCheann Combhairle. On behalf of the Committee
for the Environment, I thank my colleague Mr
Gallagher for proposing this motion.

The Committee recognises the threat from climate
change and is aware of the urgency of the problem.
Although the planet’s climate has fluctuated naturally
many times, the rate of change and the fact that human
activity has been implicated as a source of warming
make climate change one of the biggest problems to
face the world this century. In an attempt to halt or
minimise the potential effects of climate change,
Governments worldwide are actively pursuing policies
that aim to reduce carbon emissions, and the
Environment Committee believes that Northern Ireland
must also play its part.

The Committee supports the Department of the
Environment’s signing up to the UK’s Climate Change
Bill, which will put into statute the UK’’s targets to
reduce carbon dioxide emissions through domestic and
international action by at least 60% by 2050 and at
least 26% by 2020, compared to the 1990 baseline. In
addition, the Committee supports the Bill’s five-year
carbon budgets, which will set binding limits on
carbon dioxide emissions, ensuring that every year’s
emissions count. However, Northern Ireland has a long
way to go if it is to contribute effectively to those
targets and move to a low-carbon economy.

The North’s carbon dioxide emissions have fluctuated
from the 1990 base year; however, by 2004, they had
increased by 0-6%. Although that may not seem to be
much, it is 3-6% above the level that would be required
if we were to be on target to contribute our fair share
of the 60% reduction target by 2050. During the same
period, England and Scotland reduced their emissions
by 6:7% and 14-1% respectively.

The Committee for the Environment supports the
establishment of a new statutory body — the committee
on climate change — to provide independent, expert
advice and guidance to Government. The Committee
for the Environment wants the new committee to
provide independent advice about how Northern
Ireland could achieve its targets, stay inside carbon
budgets and implement emission-reducing policies.

The Climate Change Bill contains enabling powers
to introduce new trading schemes through secondary
legislation, which, while retaining the requirement for
thorough analysis, consultation and the scrutiny of
proposals before any new schemes are introduced,
increases the policy options that Government might
use to stay within budgets and to meet emission
targets. The Committee can envisage the use of

climate-change mitigation measures in the North, and
it welcomes the inclusion of those secondary-
legislation provisions.

Furthermore, the Committee for the Environment
welcomes the key Programme for Government goal to
reduce Northern Ireland’s carbon footprint by at least
25% by 2025, and it stresses the need for that
programme to be sufficiently resourced in order to
achieve its goals. In addition, the Committee would
have preferred a higher profile for climate change in
the Programme for Government, which is a matter that
has already been mentioned. In particular, the
Committee urges the Government to highlight the
implications of climate change for society and to make
an explicit commitment to tackling it.

3.15 pm

In summary, the Committee for the Environment
has endorsed the need for scientific evidence and the
establishment of challenging targets for carbon reduction
in its acceptance of the UK Climate Change Bill [HL].
The Committee welcomed the Department of the
Environment’s commitment to reducing the North’s
carbon footprint in the Programme for Government,
but was disappointed by what can only be described as
a lacklustre commitment by the Department to tackling
the issue of climate change and its impacts on society.

As a constituency MLA and a party colleague of Mr
Gallagher’s, I fully support the motion and commend it
to the Assembly. Go raibh maith agat.

Mr McKay: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combairle. I wish to speak in favour of the motion,
and I thank the Member for Fermanagh and South
Tyrone for tabling it. Sinn Féin supports the second
amendment but certainly not the first.

The Minister of the Environment, Mr Wilson, has
made that ministry the laughing stock of Europe, if not
the world. Most people who have a detailed knowledge
of the issue of climate change will agree that the
Minister’s attitude is a joke. However, it should not be
treated as such because, in years to come, its
consequences will prove to be costly.

Other Governments are getting to grips with climate
change and showing leadership on the issue, and
several Members gave examples of that. Looking across
the water to Scotland, its Government are showing
great leadership and making huge strides in relation to
renewable energy. They have also ruled out the nuclear
option for the provision of energy in that area. We all
know that our Environment Minister supports that
option, which is something that could have potentially
fatal consequences if it were ever brought to these shores.

The Swedish Government have announced their
intention to make Sweden the first country to break its
dependence on oil and other fossil fuels by 2020. We
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need to see that kind of leadership here because we
cannot continue to be dependent on fossil fuels. The
recent upsurge in the price of oil and other commodities
such as electricity and gas demonstrates the need to
find alternative sources of energy. As Brian Wilson
mentioned, those alternatives are on our doorstep —
wave and wind energy have great potential here in
Ireland, as they do in Scotland. Indeed, we are the
envy of many other countries in Europe in that regard.

Mr Wells: I am sorry to interrupt the Member as he
polishes his environmental halo, but does it not strike
him as being hypocritical that he is trying to lecture us
about our environmental credentials while both his
party and the SDLP have supported a massive amount
of development in the countryside, which will, inevitably,
lead to a vast increase in carbon emissions? Those parties
support the environment only when it suits them, but
when their constituents want to pepper the countryside
with new developments, they are 100% behind it.

Mr McKay: I thank the Member for his intervention;
however, I will not take any lectures from Members of
the DUP about environmental policy because the
contradictions in that party are quite clear.

Ireland has great potential to develop renewable
energy but that needs leadership, which, to date, has
been lacking. Sinn Féin supports amendment No 2,
tabled by the Green Party and the Alliance Party,
because it is important that all Ministers recognise that
human behaviour is contributing to climate change —
it is not only the responsibility of OFMDFM and DOE.
However, it is very difficult for other Ministers to
reduce their Department’s carbon footprint when the
Environment Minister does not even accept that CO2
emissions cause climate change.

It is quite clear from reading amendment No 1 that
it proposes to do nothing with regard to climate change.

Mr Ross: The main focus of that amendment relates
to conserving energy in the household. The Member
will know that the energy consumed in our homes is
responsible for 25% of all CO2 emissions in the UK.
Therefore, does the Member not recognise that the
amendment encourages people to save energy, which
will have an environmentally friendly impact?

Mr Deputy Speaker: The Member will have one
extra minute to speak.

Mr McKay: I refer the Member to the text of that
amendment, which states that the Assembly
recognises:

“that mankind should contribute to a solution to the extent to
which it is contributing to the problem”.

By the definition of the Minister and his party,
mankind and womankind are not contributing to the
problem — therefore, they need not contribute to the

solution. That is the clear implication of the DUP
amendment.

The Minister needs to catch himself on. Climate
change is a major issue for every Government in
Europe and across the world — except for the
Administration here. That is an embarrassment for the
Assembly, and much more must be done.

The Member for East Antrim Alastair Ross referred
to being environmentally friendly as very costly, and
he is right. However, that is also the case in respect of
the Health Service or other public services. The public
is supportive of the need to invest money in order to
encourage alternatives to commodities such as oil. That
will help to combat climate change, and contribute to
the economy. As Brian Wilson has said, a renewable-
energy economy must be encouraged to create jobs in
Ireland, as has been the case across Europe. That good
practice must be examined and replicated.

If something is not done about global warming,
there will be more flooding in East Antrim. Indeed,
some have blamed climate change on the recent
jellyfish invasion in the Minister’s own constituency,
and the people of East Antrim should take cognisance
of that.

I support the motion and amendment No 2. Go raibh
maith agat.

Mr Beggs: I support the motion. Amendment No 1,
tabled by Mr Ross and Mr Weir, uses a rather Jesuitical
set of words, stating that mankind:

“should contribute to a solution to the extent to which it is
contributing to the problem”.

Is that a large extent or none? Given the Minister’s
denial of man’s impact on climate change, which
appears to be supported by his colleagues, that
amendment may mean doing nothing. Therefore, I
cannot support that amendment. However, I am
content with amendment No 2, tabled by Mr Ford and
Mr Wilson.

“We debate the motion because it is now accepted that climate
change is the greatest environmental challenge faced by the world
today.” [Official Report, Bound Volume 26, p55, col 1].

Those are not my words, but the words of the former
Minister of the Environment, Mrs Foster, when
introducing a motion in the Assembly some 10 months
ago. That motion was unanimously accepted by the
Assembly and it endorsed the extension of the provisions
of the Westminster Climate Change Bill to Northern
Ireland. Furthermore, a specific target was inserted
into the Programme for Government document for:

“Reducing greenhouse gas emissions by 25%, below 1990 levels
by 2025.”

Page 14 of that document goes on to state:

“Climate change is one of the most serious problems facing the
world. While we recognise that it requires action internationally, we
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are determined to play our part in addressing this challenge by
reducing our impact on climate change.”

The final words of that statement clearly acknowledge
man’s contribution to climate change, and support the
view expressed in the section of the DOE website that
is devoted to climate change. Therefore, the policy of
the DOE and the Executive is clear, and it is a policy
that fits with the policies of the UK Government, the
EU and other devolved UK legislatures.

However, in June this year, there was a revolution
— the Paisley-purge in the DUP and the elevation of
Mr Sammy Wilson to the post of Minister of the
Environment. The Minister has form on the issue of
climate change. In May 2005, he signed an early-day
motion — number 178 — in the House of Commons.
That motion stated:

“That this House agrees with the Government’s Chief Scientific
Adviser that climate change is a threat to civilisation; welcomes the

cross-party agreement in favour of major cuts in greenhouse gas
emissions, and particularly in carbon dioxide emissions, by 2050”.

The motion went on to call for:

“annual cuts in carbon dioxide emissions of 3 per cent.”

Those targets were intended to be written into a
Climate Change Bill.

The Minister seems to have become a little confused
this year. He signed another early-day motion —
number 893 — tabled in February 2008 that also
supported action against climate change, and which
welcomed:

“new EU targets to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 2 per
cent. by 2020”.

The Minister went to great lengths to withdraw his
signature from that early-day motion, on 26 June —
after his ministerial appointment. Why did he perform
another U-turn on that issue?

We know what the Minister of the Environment
thinks about climate change from his various media
performances, such as an opinion piece that he did for
the ‘News Letter’ on 4 September. In short, he said that
climate change is happening but that it is part of a
natural cycle. He said that increasing CO2 production
from human sources is not a major factor and that we
in Northern Ireland cannot do anything about it anyway.

In moving amendment No 1, Mr Ross
acknowledged man’s contribution to carbon dioxide
production and its effect on climate change. Not only
is the Minister’s view out of sync with world scientific
opinion and the views of the Executive and his
Department, he is contradicting his party’s election
manifesto of last year, which states:

“The DUP has supported the introduction of a Climate Change
Bill at Westminster and called for year on year targets in order to
achieve reduced Carbon emissions. Northern Ireland must play its

part in that overall effort, and a new Executive should be proactive
in this area.”

The DUP also said that Ministers would no longer
be able to act alone in narrow party interests. The
Minister of the Environment appears to be on a solo
run with regard to his attitude to climate change, and it
seems as if he is ignoring his own election manifesto.
Or has his party done a U-turn? Oops, has another
DUP manifesto pledge been broken?

During Question Time on 29 September — a mere
two weeks ago — the Minister stated:
“Indeed, 44% of climate scientists disagree with the statement

that climate change is mostly the result of man-made causes.”
—[Official Report, Bound Volume 33, p214, col 1].

Will the Minister inform the House where he got that
significant figure and will he back it up?

Mrs I Robinson: If hot air emissions were anything
to go by, the Chamber would take off and float down
Prince of Wales Drive. | am surprised; I thought that
those Members who had a leaning towards the green
lobby would have mentioned the number of lights that
illuminate this Building at night and query whether
low-energy light bulbs were being used. I thought that
they would ask what we are doing to conserve energy in
the Building. This place is like Blackpool illuminations
every night and into the early hours of the morning.

Sammy Wilson is a good Minister. He brings
objectivity and a breath of fresh air to his portfolio
because he dares to question scientific viewpoints.
Considering the damage that scientists’ input has
caused to our fishing fleets, one must question from
where the scientists are coming.

Sinn Féin Members talked about damage being done
to the environment. I can think of no body that did
more to damage the environment with firebombs,
petrol bombs and with the blitzing of the towns,
countryside and villages of the Province over forty
years than Sinn Féin/IRA. I do not take lectures from
that side of the House either.

I support rational and reasonable debate on climate
change, the part that civilisation contributes and on
what our responses should be. Unfortunately, the mass
hysteria of those supporting the “humans are
responsible” argument has made it difficult for any
degree of objectivity to prevail. I am as concerned as
anyone about the change in climate and the possible
repercussions on humanity; however, I am not
prepared to buy blindly into the hysteria that has been
generated by some sections of the green lobby. Its
supporters demand that we listen to scientific
consensus on the matter, but, at the same time, ignore
those who disagree with their narrow view, thus
ignoring the lack of scientific consensus on the causes
of climate change.

The only certainty is that the facts are inconclusive.
That is a serious matter.
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3.30 pm

Mr McKay: Does the Member recognise that, aside
from green lobby groups and green non-governmental
organisations, many charities and anti-poverty groups
recognise the effects of climate change, and that they
also attribute it to the behaviour of mankind?

Mrs I Robinson: I have not heard any comments
from that sector, but I take the Member’s word for it. I
thank him for raising the matter. It is on record, so I
am sure that he is happy.

There is no doubt that climate change is a serious
matter. Those who peddle doom and gloom have
succeeded in swaying the Governments of countries
around the world and have seriously undermined our
ability to establish the true extent to which humans
contribute to climate change. There seems to be a
three-pronged tactic to undermine those who do not
buy in to the AGW theory — the theory of
anthropogenic global warming. The first tactic is to
accuse sceptics of being dishonest, and to suggest that
they are funded by big business and that they produce
bad research to suit the needs of private business. What
is conveniently omitted is the fact that pro-global-
warming scientists have also received huge funding
from business and, more notably, from Governments.
The second tactic is to accuse sceptics of being akin to
Holocaust deniers — that they and their theories are
crazy, just like those who deny the Holocaust. The
third tactic is to state that the majority of scientists
subscribes to the global-warming theory and take that
as proof of its reality. The fact is that there are reputed
scientists who do not subscribe to the AGW theory.

It has already been established that climate models
that inform the views of those at the Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change are nothing like as unflawed
as it would have us believe, and that there is a
considerable pattern of error on the IPCC’s part. If
Governments are to get the best advice, they need
information and analysis, including that from
genuinely open and disinterested sources. With the
environmental risks laid out, drafting the correct
policies demands proper political accountability and,
therefore, a much wider range of opinion than the
IPCC currently provides.

No one would be so ignorant as to suggest that
humans are not contributing to climate change.
However, to suggest that we are completely
responsible is both inaccurate and irresponsible.
Advances in science can help us to address the impact
that we do have by improving technology and
mitigating what impact we have through greater
efficiency. That is happening already. During the past
15 years, power-station generators have become 62%
more efficient, and cars have become more than 80%
more efficient. We do not need a raft of legislation and

penalties that are based on knee-jerk reactions that do
not deal with the issue of climate change and that
simply penalise individuals and businesses in Northern
Ireland. I support amendment No 1.

Mr Boylan: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. I thank the Member for tabling the motion.

As we all know, climate change is one of the major
issues that we will have to face in the future — not
only here in Ireland but in the rest of the world. It has
the potential to be of even greater concern than the
global credit crisis that engulfs us at present.

There is real concern in the Assembly, and among
the general public, that we have a Minister of the
Environment who does not take the matter seriously.
The Minister may have his own thoughts on the issue,
but it is unthinkable that he let his personal opinions
cloud his judgement, when all the evidence suggests
that real action is needed now to counteract the effects
of climate change.

Mr Ross: Will the Member point out when the
Minister or his party did not take climate change
seriously or say that the impact of climate change
needed to be addressed? I am not sure from where he
gets his information.

Mr Boylan: I thank the Member for his
intervention, but if the Member were to read press
statements from the past 12 months, he might find out
for himself.

Mr Ross: Will the Member give way?
Mr Boylan: Noj; you have had your chance.

The general opinion of the public and interested
parties is that they have no confidence in the Minister
to deal with the real issue of climate change. The Stern
Report states that climate change will affect all
countries and, if it goes unchecked, temperatures could
rise by 4°C above pre-industrial levels.

We use statistics, notes and evidence during every
debate. We have evidence from certain scientists on
climate change, but one party is neglecting to use that
evidence in this debate. Why is that happening with
this particular issue?

If climate change goes unchecked, global food
production will be affected and sea levels will rise.
Some Members have mentioned flooding, and we have
all seen its effects. To be honest, I do not fancy the
thought of Members from Belfast being flooded and
perhaps floating down to the border; so we might as
well take the issue seriously.

The Minister needs to take the matter seriously. Is
he prepared to disregard the vast majority of scientific
evidence on the pretext that he does not agree with it?
Early in the new year, local councils will be signing up
to the climate change declaration, and they will be
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seeking funding from Europe to improve the
environmental sustainability of district councils and
local communities. That action is to be commended.

The mixed messages from the Department, on the
one hand, and the Minister, on the other, mean that we
do not know who is in charge and what will be
delivered. Mr Ross said earlier that people should take
responsibility, and I agree with that. However, they
also need leadership, and the Minister of the Environ-
ment should be providing that leadership. The Minister
must make it clear that he is committed to tackling
climate change — no ifs and buts or personal opinions.
He must commit to meeting the targets and recognising
the need for sustainability. Let each of us in the Chamber
send a clear message that we are taking the issue
seriously and that everyone else should do likewise.

In conclusion, I will quote from the Stern Report:

“The benefits of strong, early action on climate change outweigh
the costs.”

I ask the Minister to take strong action, or we will all
face the cost. The Minister has the responsibility to
lead in the face of the challenges that climate change
brings, and he must ensure that the public do their part
to meet those challenges. Go raibh mile maith agat.

Mr Shannon: Aa’ suppoart tha amenment. Aa’ hae
mien o’ tha furst tiem that aa’ heert aboot globel warmen
en that wus whun mi sinns’ broucht ther hamewark tae
tha kitchen table aboot this. Up tae this stage aa’ haud
thoucht that things went in circles en loops, that tha
wather cycle faced bi mi grandfather wud jist be tha
same facin mi wanes — that it wus normal fer ther tae
be rain in tha simmer. Hooiniver, efter lisning tae tha
grouwin consarns aboot globel warmen en tha ozone
layer aa’ sterted tae gaein seeryous thoucht tae tha
hamewark mi boys broucht hame.

I support the amendment. I remember the first time
that I heard about global warming; when my sons
brought homework on that very issue to the kitchen
table. Until then, I had figured that there were circles
and loops; that the weather cycle that my father had
faced was the same cycle that my children would face,
and that it was normal to have rain in the summer.
After having listened to the growing speculation about
the ozone layer and the effects of global warming, I
began to think that there was something to the homework
that my boys had brought home some years ago.

I began to look at ways to cut my carbon footprint. I
planted 2,500 to 3,000 trees on my home farm just to
do my bit for the environment. That was a good action
to take. I know that the Minister has done the same on
land that he owns, and he might mention that later. In
fact, he may have planted as many trees as I have.
However, the fact remains that global warming and
climate change cannot be entirely put down to human
faults. We can do only so much. The only one who can

truly restore anything to perfection is the Lord God
Himself. We have a duty of care, but we cannot repair
that which is beyond us. It is my opinion that
swallowing the entire blame for climate change places
far too much responsibility on our shoulders.

I will mention a few quotations and reports, which
will help to illustrate the arguments. A United Nations
report by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change that was published earlier this year stated that
humans are very likely to blame for global warming,
and that there is virtually no doubt that it is linked to
man’s use of fossil fuels. However, other climate
experts say that there is little scientific evidence to
support that theory. In fact, they say that global
warming could be caused by increased solar activity,
such as a massive eruption. Ice core samples from
Antarctica have been used as proof of how warming
over the centuries has been accompanied by raised
CO2 levels. lan Clark, an expert in paleoclimatology at
the University of Ottawa, claims that warmer periods
of the earth’s history came around 18 years before rises
in carbon dioxide levels. That is another opinion,
which, again, is slightly different from others.

Philip Stott, the professor emeritus of biogeography
at the School of Oriental and African Studies,
University of London, stated that:

“The system is too complex to say exactly what the effect of
cutting back on CO2 production would be”.

A spokesman for the Royal Society said:

“We are not saying carbon dioxide emissions are the only factor
in climate change and it is very important that the debate keeps
going. But, based on the situation at this moment, we have to do
something about CO2 emissions.”

That is another viewpoint that is at odds with some
of what has been discussed today. I am not arguing that
we should be absolved of our responsibility to care for
our world. However, | have quoted those men of
science to show that we can only do so much.

I encourage the Minister of the Environment to ensure
that the targets set in the Programme for Government
are met. With the credit crunch nipping hard at almost
everyone’s heels, we should err on the side of caution
and examine the possibility of increasing reliance on
renewable sources. That would have less of an adverse
effect on the environment than the use of fossil fuels,
and it would lessen the strain on our pockets. We must
strike the correct balance. Indeed, I have urged the
elderly members of my constituency to take advantage
of programmes such as the warm homes scheme so
that they can save money and keep warm this winter.
The promotion of such schemes will enable everyone
in the Province to play their part in helping the
environment while saving money.

The DUP amendment will make the motion better
suited to making a real change to the lives of people in

82



Tuesday 14 October 2008

Private Members’ Business: Climate Change

the Province, which is what we are elected to do. The
amendment will also encourage people to be
environmentally minded. Having read articles and
watched documentaries, I believe that we must
shoulder some of the blame for climate change. We
can do our bit to make the world a cleaner place. I
encourage the Minister of the Environment to urge
people in Northern Ireland to make our part of the
world a little cleaner and healthier.

Mr McCallister: I support the motion. By its very
nature, science has periods of debate that lead to
consensus based on overwhelming evidence. There
was a time when people thought that smoking was
good for you, but we would now consider anyone with
that opinion to be deluded or even dangerous. The
opinion of the overwhelming majority of scientists in
the world — based on compiled scientific evidence
— is that the debate on the causes of climate change is
over. Only a small radical minority oppose that world
scientific opinion. Unfortunately for Northern Ireland
— indeed, for the United Kingdom — Sammy Wilson
has joined the ranks of that radical group.

When the most influential countries in the world are
attempting to reduce CO2 production and adapting to
living with the effects of climate change, we in
Northern Ireland — unfortunately and typically — are
languishing behind. When other economies are taking
advantage of new opportunities presented by
renewable energy, sustainable development and green
consumption, we in Northern Ireland have to waste
time trying to convince our Environment Minister that
climate change is happening.

The situation has resulted in some of Northern
Ireland’s most-respected scientists lambasting the
Minister. Sir Bernard Crossland, a professor at Queen’s
University, Belfast, said:

“Sammy Wilson is ill-informed on the reality of the situation, but
I guess that he will not believe much of our present climate change
is manmade until the water is lapping up his knees in East Belfast.”

That reality is already happening, but the Minister’s
head is still buried in the sand. Professor Brian Whalley,
also from Queen’s University, said of the Minister:

“He should look at all the government-produced analysis,

climatic and economic, before making such sweeping statements
with no scientific validity.”

However, it does not appear as though the Minister
will change his position.

There are economic, security and moral reasons
why we need to mitigate the causes of man-made
climate change. People throughout the world —
including those in Northern Ireland — are facing
increased flooding and drought causing immediate risk
to life and health. Concerns are also being raised about
food security and water security. In today’s global
economy, it is extremely naive to think that what

happens in other parts of the world will not affect us.
Therefore, it is imperative that we act with the UK
Government and the international community to
reduce our carbon emissions. We must also persuade
developing economies to switch to more environmentally
friendly methods of production and consumption.

3.45 pm

The motion is correct to draw the attention of the
First Minister and the deputy First Minister to the
commitments that are contained in the Programme for
Government — commitments which were approved by
the Assembly. The Minister of the Environment is bound
to Westminster decisions by those commitments. He
must accurately reflect and fully implement the
commitments that have been made to reduce carbon
emissions and meet the targets for renewable energy
production.

For the past 25 years, the UK economy has been, in
part, driven by financial services and has been
significantly de-industrialised. In the light of the
current economic crisis in the financial markets, one of
the driving forces of the economy is, potentially, in
some jeopardy for the foreseeable future. It must be
recognised that Northern Ireland has the potential to
use renewable energy and a sustainable economy to
supplement and improve traditional economic activity.
The Minister does not recognise those opportunities,
and that is regrettable.

I support amendment No 2, which was tabled by the
Alliance Party and the Green Party. It is a logical and
sensible extension to the motion. I urge the First
Minister and the deputy First Minister to rein in the
Minister of the Environment, especially in the light of
the forthcoming climate change Bill, which could be
embarrassing and damaging for Northern Ireland and
the DUP.

Mr W Clarke: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. I thank the Member for bringing the
motion to the Floor of the House. I share the concerns
expressed by other Sinn Féin Members that the
Minister of the Environment has expressed personal
opinions that are sceptical about, and contrary to, the
wealth of scientific evidence that has emerged in
recent years, which shows that climate change in the
form of global warming is happening as a result of
human activity. The fact that the Minister holds such
views is troubling; if he allows his views to influence
his decisions, it is a much more serious matter.

Climate change is real, and if Governments
throughout the world do not take urgent action to
address the issue, the impact will be devastating.
Human interference has made the single biggest
contribution to climate change, and the Assembly has a
duty to do all that it can to reduce the acceleration of
global warming.
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As was mentioned earlier, the Programme for
Government recognised that responsibility and set
clear and achievable targets to reduce carbon emission,
to use more renewable energy sources and to increase
areas of forest and woodland. All parties signed up to
the Programme for Government and approved those
aims, which should be considered to be the minimum
requirement. Every Minister and every Member has a
responsibility to research, identify and implement
measures that reduce our impact on climate change.

We have a responsibility to encourage more efficient
use of energy by using cleaner, greener, renewable
sources of electricity, such as wind, wave, biomass and
solar power. The use of public transport must be
encouraged, along with car sharing, cycling and
walking. In order to reduce dependence on landfill and
to limit methane emissions, the message of reduce,
reuse and recycle should be promoted. Such a global
problem requires global solutions, and we must be part
of them. We must identify and borrow solutions from
other countries and invest in learning facilities that
will, in time, identify our own solutions, which we can
share with the rest of the world.

The targets that are set out in the Programme for
Government are achievable, and Sinn Féin believes
that they are only the beginning. The issue must be
addressed on an all-island basis. Under the conditions
of the North/South Ministerial Council, the two
Environment Ministers do not have the remit to tackle
climate change. That must be changed in the review.
Climate change knows no borders, and Dail Eireann,
through its Select Committee on Enterprise, Trade and
Employment, has already conducted considerable
research into renewable energy projects. We must link
that the Assembly’s work on renewable energy, such as
that which has been done by the Committee for
Agriculture and Rural Development. It is not the
responsibility of only one Minister; it is the
responsibility of all Ministers.

Greenpeace said that switching to green energy
technologies based on solar, wind, biomass and
hydropower and increasing energy efficiency makes
environmental and economic sense. A spokesperson said:

“The amount of money world governments have pooled now in
the financial crisis is huge and we have no guarantee it isn’t being

wasted — it would take just a fraction to spearhead renewable
energy technologies”.

The Assembly need not look far for evidence of
success in reducing carbon emissions. A biomass
power station at Lockerbie in Scotland has not only
reduced emissions but has provided more than 300
jobs for the local economy, and it can supply electricity
to approximately 70,000 homes. What the Government
must look for to create the conditions for such a biomass
plant is reflected in the reasons that the operators sited
that plant at Lockerbie. Their deciding factors included:

a predicted 66% increase in Scottish forestry timber
output by 2017; a high level of support from the
Scottish Government and from Scottish Enterprise; the
designation and preparation of the site for forest
industry clusters; excellent transport links; and the
plant’s close proximity to densely forested areas.

Those are issues that show that we must be prepared
to change. We have a unique opportunity to do so.
Sometimes, in facing the most difficult times such as
the current global credit crunch, the entire world seeks
change. Barack Obama is leading the way in relation to
renewable technologies. The House must follow suit.

Mrs D Kelly: To be able to save money by cutting
household bills in these uncertain and difficult
economic times is an attractive option, and there should
be incentives to do so. It is an added bonus if such
measures contribute to a reduction in individual and
collective carbon footprints. Our dependency on oil for
energy puts us at the mercy of other nations. We must
invest in other energy resources, particularly in
renewable energy, as a means of becoming independent
and of meeting our long-term energy needs.

The scientific consensus is that most global
warming is a result of human activity that causes the
release of greenhouse gases — in particular, carbon
dioxide. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change Fourth Assessment Report: Climate Change
2007 states:

“Global atmospheric concentrations of carbon dioxide, methane
and nitrous oxide have increased markedly as a result of human
activities since 1750 and now far exceed pre-industrial values
determined from ice cores spanning many thousands of years.”

That may be a difficult scientific statistic for the
Minister to accept, given that many in his party believe
that the earth was created some 4,500 years ago.

Mr Wells: I will give the Member an equally
difficult statistic. The proliferation of single dwellings
in the Irish Republic creates several thousand tons of
excess carbon every year; yet her party, which claims
to be environmentally aware and green, supports the
proliferation and continuation of that trend. How can
the Member pretend to be environmentally aware and
to support the reduction of carbon emissions, when her
party and Sinn Féin support a policy that will lead to a
huge increase in those emissions as a consequence of
increased journeys in the countryside?

Mr Deputy Speaker: The Member will be allowed
an extra minute to speak.

Mrs D Kelly: I will answer such a charge with
pleasure. As a representative of a rural constituency, I
can say that PPS 14 is at the heart of that issue. |
honestly do not believe that farms and houses in the
countryside are the cause of global climate change.
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Perhaps the Member might look to the party that sits
to his left in the Chamber — and I am sure that he is
glad of its company — because he is on his own on
that point. I understand that the DUP wants PPS 14 to
be amended. We do not want to see a blanket ban on
houses in the countryside. Neither is a carte blanche
approach sought to planning in the countryside.
Therefore, the Member must look to his own party,
because that is an additional divergent view. The
planning reform and the response to PPS 14 that were
promised in April 2008 have yet to be brought to the
House. Therefore, constituents continue to ask —
practically daily — what is happening.

What about our constituents? What about our
farming communities and our rural dwellers? Their
needs must be expressed. The Member would do well
to reflect on his party’s policy in relation to PPS 14.

Other Members referred to the fact that climate
change and the responsibility for sustainable
development do not lie solely with the Minister of the
Environment, because we have been failed miserably
by the First Minister and deputy First Minister, who
were due to publish, by June 2008, a strategy for
sustainable development. However, it has yet to be
published. There is no guidance yet on the statutory
responsibilities of local authorities in relation to
sustainable development.

I am not privy to the papers that have been tabled at
the Executive, so I do not know whether the strategy is
another victim of the logjam caused by the DUP and
Sinn Féin’s failure to agree and to get an Executive up
and running again. I do not know whether it is one of
the 30 papers, to which the First Minister referred
some weeks ago, that are sitting there ready to be
discussed. However, climate change is taken seriously
in Europe and across the globe, and, thankfully, many
young people have a keen interest in the matter. After
all, we are merely custodians of the environment, and
we are here but for a short time.

Climate change has been recognised across the
globe as one of the major challenges facing all
Governments and people in the twenty-first century.
The SDLP takes seriously its commitment to deal with
climate change, and we appeal to the Minister of the
Environment to take the matter seriously as well.

The Minister of the Environment (Mr S Wilson):
I welcome the debate. When I first became Minister of
the Environment, I said that I hoped that there would
be some debate on the whole issue of climate change,
and I have succeeded in generating that. Indeed, it
appears that the Member for Fermanagh and South
Tyrone Mr Gallagher has become so concerned about
it that he has almost developed a climate change fetish.
I receive questions on climate change from the Member
all the time. I do not know how many questions I have

had from him about the matter; however, if he is so
concerned, he should at least have done some research
before he tabled his motion. I will come to the scientific
part in a minute, but, for now, let us consider the
motion. The Member is concerned that:

“the Minister of the Environment continues to ignore the
mounting evidence that climate change is a significant issue”.

That is not the case. In fact, I have written
newspaper articles about climate change, and I have
participated in radio interviews about the matter. I do
not deny that climate change is taking place. In fact, I
made the point that climate change is happening all the
time and has happened throughout the history of the
world. Therefore, we must recognise it.

The motion then went on to call on the First
Minister and deputy First Minister to ensure that I set
challenging targets for carbon reductions. That is not
the job of the Minister of the Environment. Indeed —
leaving the science of climate change aside — had the
Member known how the Assembly works, he would
have realised that those targets are set in the Programme
for Government; they are not set by me or by my
Department. He went on to say that I should ensure
that those issues are raised at North/South Ministerial
Council meetings. Again, if he had done some research,
he would have realised that they do not even have a
mandate for those responsibilities. Therefore, if the
Member cannot even get the motion right, I doubt very
much whether he will ever get the science of it right.

The Member also proclaimed that there is
overwhelming evidence of climate change, but time
did not allow him to present any of it. If there was such
overwhelming evidence, he could have included a
couple of lines of it, but he did not. Such was the time
constraint that he stopped speaking two minutes before
his time was up. At least we would have had two
minutes’ worth of evidence if the Member could have
produced it.

4.00 pm

The issue of evidence came up time and time again
in the debate, but no one came up with any evidence to
back up their claims. Yet they talk about me being a
crank.

A Member: Perish the thought.

The Minister of the Environment: Perish the
thought. Indeed, the Member for North Down Brian
Wilson, when he talked about leadership, said that I
was a crank and that all the people who did not believe
that were sponsored by the oil companies. I wish that [
was; but I am not sponsored by the oil companies.

Let us look at some of those cranks. Several
people’s opinions on climate change were quoted in
‘The Independent on Sunday’ this weekend. The
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conservationist David Bellamy — much beloved by
the Green Party, I am sure — said:

“Global warming is the biggest scam since the church sold
indulgences back in the Middle Ages. If our Government actually

believes that all those people are going to die, why did it build
Terminal Five?”

David Bellamy hit the nail on the head. While
people wax eloquent about climate change and the
need to reduce carbon dioxide emissions, does it make
any difference when it comes to making decisions? |
will give Brian Wilson the chance to answer me if [ am
wrong, but does he not live near one of the best
railway lines between a satellite town and Belfast?
There is a great bus service from Central Station to
Stormont. Brian Wilson ranted and raved about
building roads and showing leadership, so perhaps he
will tell the House how he got here today. Did he come
by sustainable transport or did he drive up in his
gas-guzzling, carbon dioxide-emitting car?

Mr B Wilson: It certainly was not a gas-guzzling
car. | commuted on the train to Belfast for more than
20 years.

The Minister of the Environment: He did not do
that today.

Even Brian Wilson’s environmentalist friends are
deserting him. Patrick Moore, one of the founders of
Greenpeace, has said that the evidence on climate
change produced by the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change (IPCC) is nonsense. The leading
economist Ruth Lea said exactly the same thing. She
said that more economists speak out on this issue
because they can speak more freely than scientists,
many of whom find that if they speak out, they put
their jobs in jeopardy.

Climate change is now a multi-million pound
industry. Universities receive massive grants to pump
out information about carbon dioxide and man-made
climate change. Those who dare to dissent put
themselves in jeopardy. There is almost a witch-hunt
against some scientists. The climatologist Piers Corbyn,
the former Chancellor of the Exchequer, Nigel Lawson,
and the House of Lords Economics Committee have
all voiced their concerns. I could go on, but I assure
Members that I am not in the company of cranks.

A Member: There are one or two here.

The Minister of the Environment: Perhaps there
are, and I will come to them in a moment. Nevertheless,
my stand on this issue is not shared by an assembly of
cranks; there are well-respected people in the fields of
science, economics and politics with whom I share my
view.

Mr Beggs challenged the figures that I produced.
The last report on the scientific consensus on climate
change by scientists who knew something about the

issue was produced by Joseph Bast and James M
Taylor — not the 2,600 scientists who signed a letter
on behalf of Al Gore.

It turned out that the letter had been signed by
landscape architects, gynaecologists, hotel managers
and practitioners of Chinese traditional medicine. The
report on the consensus of climate scientists found that
45-8% of them disagreed with the statement that the
scientific debate on climate change is over. | know that
the Member is very keen on reading the early-day
motions that I introduce in the House of Commons; if
he wants to do a bit of reading there is some material
that I would be quite happy for him to read tonight on
the issue.

Many Members said that we do not give leadership.
I have already shown that the honourable Member for
North Down, who waxed so eloquent about leadership,
has not actually practised a great deal of it. If one looks
at other Members’ constituencies, one will find the same.
Mr Gallagher spoke about reducing CO2 emissions,
and Mr Wells hit the spot two or three times when he
challenged both Sinn Féin and the SDLP on PPS 14.
They denied that planning policies and housing
dispersal had any impact on CO2 emissions. Members
ought to read the recent report on CO2 emissions in
local-government areas across the United Kingdom —
I will make it available in the Library if they wish. The
surprising thing is that the constituents of North Down
do very well when it comes to CO2 emissions, as do
those of East Antrim. The highest concentrations of
CO2 emissions are in Fermanagh and South Tyrone, as
illustrated by the red areas of the map that [ am
holding. That is partly due to living patterns, traffic
movements, agriculture and heavy industry.

I would like to challenge those Members who spoke
about leadership. Will they go to their constituents in
the areas that are marked red on the map — the areas
with the highest levels of carbon concentration — and
tell people that they must stop using their cars? I
wonder whether those Members who spoke about
leadership car-share on their way here. I doubt it very
much. Will those Members tell their constituents that
they will stop the dispersal of housing in the
countryside? I doubt it very much. Will they tell
constituents that they want fewer roads built for them
to move around rural areas? I doubt it very much.

Mrs D Kelly: Will the Minister not acknowledge
that there have been 80 years of neglect west of the
Bann, and the reason that Members are today asking
for infrastructure west of the Bann is because there
was none. There was no investment, no infrastructure,
and nowhere for people to live. Many people are still
living in unfit houses.

The Minister of the Environment: The Member
misses the point. If settlements are dispersed, people
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have to travel more, and if they travel more, they will
emit more CO2.

There are many different solutions to the problem.
Many such solutions have landed on my desk, and I
have no embarrassment in saying that I have rejected
them. The latest proposal flagged up the fact — I am
sure that Members who serve rural constituencies will
love it — that it is not just fast cars that cause CO2
emissions; it is flatulent cows as well, apparently.

At least the honourable Member for South Down
Jim Wells is consistent on that. Twenty per cent of the
CO2 emissions in Northern Ireland comes from animals,
and the suggestion is that we should all reduce our
consumption of milk to one quarter of a pint per day. I
could not even have my cornflakes in the morning. The
proposal also suggests that we have four 4 oz portions
of meat per week — a couple of sausages a day would
do — and the rest of the time we would have to eat
cabbage or whatever it is that Jim Wells eats. Think of
the impact that that would have. That was one of the
suggestions that I received to reduce CO2 emissions.
In the past couple of months I have received submissions
from the Department for Environment, Food and Rural
Affairs on carbon-emissions trading, asking that we
support the UK position.

The impact of buy-in carbon allowances would be a
25% increase in electricity prices. The impact of
scrubbing the chimney stacks to reduce CO2 emissions
would be a further increase of 20%.

When the Member for North Antrim and the
Member for Fermanagh and South Tyrone Tommy
Gallagher say in the Assembly that they are concerned
about fuel poverty, are they really saying that I, as
Minister of the Environment, should have given the
Secretary of State for Environment, Food and Rural
Affairs in the United Kingdom my assent to negotiate
two pieces of work that would have led to a 45%
increase in electricity prices in Northern Ireland? Are
those Members really saying that? Would they support
such a motion had I proposed it? I dare say that would
not have, and yet we get this cant.

Those Members do not want to stop people building
houses in the countryside. They do not want to reduce
farming. They do not want to stop using their cars and
start using public transport — yet they want everybody
else to do it. They do not want energy prices or taxes
to rise. I think that it was the Chairman of the
Committee for the Environment, Patsy McGlone, who
complained about the increase in road tax for cars that
are more than seven years old in order to reduce CO2
emissions. He complained that that increase would
affect more than 100,000 people in Northern Ireland.
Carbon emissions cannot be reduced without pain.
Almost every action is painful. Of course, Members
say that CO2 emissions can be reduced by insulating

homes and by saving energy. However, those measures
would reduce carbon emissions by only around 5%.

Mrs D Kelly: Your own party said that.

The Minister of the Environment: Yes, but the
point that I am making is that it would be a drop in the
ocean in the fight to reduce CO2 emissions. [ am
committed to policies that do not hit people in the
pocket. Today, I have shown that, first, there is no
scientific evidence or, as people have suggested,
consensus on climate change. No Member has offered
one piece of scientific evidence to support that.

Secondly, I have shown that the cost of reducing
CO2 emissions is enormous. Members talk about fuel
poverty and the impact that that has on their
constituents. However, climate change is not the most
important issue that people face today. It is an issue,
but it is not the most important issue. Let us get that
into perspective.

Mr B Wilson: I am sorry, because I did not
anticipate that I would have to wind on the debate.

The Minister certainly offered an interesting defence
of an indefensible position. First, I did not refer to him
as a crank. Rather, [ was referring to the scientists who
produced the argument against climate change. During
the debate, recurring points were that humankind
should take action to reduce climate change and that
the climate change is solely man-made. Obviously, it is
not the sole cause; many other factors exist.

One point that was raised several times was that
those Members in whose name the motion stands
believe that climate change is solely man-made. We do
not believe that. It is a contributory factor, and, in most
cases, it is a major contributory factor. Debate
continues in society about the extent of man-made
climate change. The debate is not whether man has
caused climate change but to what extent he has done
s0. The debate about whether man has caused some
climate change has already been won. Few scientists
would disagree with that particular point.

Mr Ross referred to green taxes, which I fully support
because they are the only way to change people’s
behaviour. The congestion charge was very unpopular
when it was introduced in London by Ken Livingstone,
but it has stopped traffic gridlock there. There is no
way that Boris Johnson will repeal the charge, because
it has made the atmosphere in London significantly
better, and driving in the city is much easier because of
the congestion charge — a green tax. The argument
that green taxes are used to raise revenue is, in most
cases, nonsense. We want to encourage people to do
what is best for the environment; not raise taxes.

4.15 pm

The idea that we must choose between the
environment and the economy was also mentioned.
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That choice is not difficult — we must choose the
environment, which will, in turn, help the economy.
We must look at the new green economy, because our
present economy, which has operated for many years,
is unsustainable. Sustainability is the key issue,
because we cannot continue as we are. We must look
to new technology, because it holds potential, and the
Executive should show leadership on that issue.

Reference was made to PPS 14 once again. It is an
issue on which I have considerable sympathy with the
views of Mr Wells. Instead of addressing
environmental problems when it suits us, we must
make hard choices and sacrifices.

Mr Wells: s the honourable Member appalled, like
me, by the hypocrisy of the Members of the two
parties opposite who are only prepared to accept pain
when it suits them? When accepting pain means a loss
of votes from their core constituency, the environment
takes second place for those Members. There is no
chance of the two parties opposite taking difficult
decisions that affect dispersed rural communities,
because they know that that is where their core vote
comes from.

Mr B Wilson: All Members have difficult choices
and decisions to make, whether we are from rural or
urban areas. The Minister is —

Mr Boylan: I remind Mr Wells that the previous
Minister of the Environment said that developing a
plan for the countryside was about striking a balance
between protecting it and sustaining rural
communities. How can Mr Wells disregard a sector of
the rural community in the development of that policy?
That is what is happening — a section of people who
live in rural areas is being excluded. How would Mr
Wells sustain rural communities if a section of people
who live in rural areas is being disregarded?

Mr Deputy Speaker: Mr Brian Wilson’s time is up.

Mr Ross: [ will briefly address some of the points
that were made in the debate. In proposing amendment
No 2, Mr Brian Wilson focused on the Minister rather
than the issue, which was disappointing. He mentioned
public transport, which is a very important issue. The
best way to get people to use public transport is to
make it more attractive and efficient — I am sure that
all Members agree on that. He also mentioned
planning and will, therefore, support the fact that the
Minister has already taken action on that issue.

When proposing amendment No 1, I said that we
must ensure that we do not build on flood plains and
that a certain amount of flood water should be kept on
the site of all new developments. Those are practical
steps that have already been taken.

He spoke of the importance of individuals
conserving energy. However, the amendment calls on

the Minister to do just that; therefore the Member
should be able to support it. He promoted — or
seemed to promote — the idea of a congestion charge.
I am not sure that he would find support from his
constituents for introducing a congestion charge in
Northern Ireland.

The Chairperson of the Committee for the
Environment, Patsy McGlone, recognised the
seriousness of the issue, as has the DUP and the
Minister of the Environment. He outlined some of the
legal obligations to which the Department and the
Executive are subject.

The Member for North Antrim Daithi McKay spoke
about nuclear power, which is now supported by the
co-founder of Greenpeace. He did not care to answer
my colleague Mr Wells, whose green credentials
cannot be questioned. He did not read the amendment
properly, because he accused my party of not taking
climate change seriously, which is simply not a fact.

He agreed with my original assertion that many
environmental policies are costly to individuals. That
is precisely why our amendment calls for a way for
individuals to be able not only to save energy but also
to save money, because that is a message that can be
supported by the community and one that will have an
impact. It will save energy and money, and that is how
environmental issues should be promoted.

Mr McKay: Has the Member spotted the
contradictions coming from his side of the House
about the main causes of climate change, and does he
agree that it is the actions of people that mainly
contribute to climate change?

Mr Ross: Various reasons were given for climate
change. What we know as fact is that climate change is
happening and that it must be addressed, which is what
we are urging.

I do not know whether my East Antrim colleague
Roy Beggs was speaking for the Ulster Unionist Party,
the Conservative Party, the PUP, the Traditional
Unionist Voice or whoever his party is now linked to.
[Laughter.] We are getting used to his party-political
sniping, and today was no different. He talked about
large ideas but little about local solutions. I am not
sure where in the amendment he saw that there was no
mention of manmade contribution to climate change.
Perhaps he should have taken the time to read it.

My colleague Iris Robinson pointed out simple,
cost-effective ways of conserving energy; hers was a
balanced, rational approach. She spoke about the
seriousness of the issue — a view with which no one
on this side of the House disagrees. She said that she is
against green taxes, as they simply hurt those who
cannot afford to pay them, which is particularly
important in the current global economic situation.
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Mr Easton: Is my colleague aware that at North
Down Borough Council, only last week, the Member
from the Green Party, Brian Wilson, and his colleague
from the Alliance Party, Stephen Farry, voted to cut
down trees in north Down? Surely, there are double
standards from the Alliance and Green parties?

Mr Ross: That is interesting. Given the fact that
planting trees can help the environment, that seems to
be hypocritical indeed.

Cathal Boylan also got it wrong and did not listen to
the amendment; he said that the DUP did not take the
matter seriously, and that is not correct. However, |
support one thing that he said when he recognised that
there is a border, and that is progress for Sinn Féin. He
said that the Minister was not providing leadership.
However, the amendment calls on the Minister to show
leadership and actively to support certain agencies that
are helping environmental issues.

Mr Beggs: Will the Member give way?

Mr Ross: [ will not give way because I do not, I
believe, get any extra time. My colleague Jim Shannon
spoke of things that individuals could do, which is
what we are calling for. Individuals can do simple
things around their home to save energy, money and
the environment. He said that humans contribute a
certain amount to climate change; and the amendment
states that humans should make amends for any such
contribution.

John McCallister spoke about world scientists, or a
section of them anyway. He said that we have to
convince the Environment Minister that climate
change is happening. Speaking where he did in the
debate, it would have been clear to him that we know
how serious the issue is and that the Environment
Minister has never denied that climate change is
happening.

He then asked what practical steps had been taken
to reduce flooding. The Minister has taken practical
steps, which I have already explained. Mr Willie
Clarke discussed global problems and called for an
all-Ireland solution. I am not quite sure how an
all-Ireland solution would deal with global issues. [ am
somewhat bemused by that.

Dolores Kelly started off her comments well,
discussing saving energy and money, which is my
party’s message. However, she went on to make a
point about the farming community. The
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change would, of
course, ruin the farming industry in Northern Ireland. I
support the amendment and hope that the House will
do the same.

Mr Dallat: I suppose that I should start my
comments by congratulating the Minister on his
research, which all seemed to come from ‘The
Independent’. Of course, I would be the last person to
accuse the Minister of relying on research from one

source. Indeed, I am convinced that he has just
graduated from the Bart Simpson school of
environmental science.

The debate simply confirms what Members have
known from the beginning; that the Minister is not
serious about climate change. Indeed, he was quoted in
the ‘News Letter’ of 5 September:

“there is no scientific consensus around the causes.”.

He argues that there is no conclusive evidence that
greenhouse gases are a major cause of climate change.
Thanks, Sammy, for confirming that for us. Of course,
everyone enjoys the good weather — lambs skipping
through the fields, birds singing, and so on. However,
that is not the reality in many parts of the world at
present. The Minister knows the reasons for that.

Tommy Gallagher opened the debate on a serious
note. Alastair Ross said that cross-border bodies have
no mandates. Of course, we no longer live in the
wonderful era of the blue skies of Ulster and grey skies
of the Republic. The matter is now a global problem. I
must congratulate Jim Wells, who, in fact, was not
listed by the DUP to speak in the debate. He did
extremely well. As he is a planning consultant in south
Down, I believe that he deserves to be heard. At one
stage, | was pleased that he was joined by another
Member. That increased his mandate by 100% — if
my mathematics is correct — which is good.

Brian Wilson pointed out that too much money is
spent on roads. I wish that he would visit Dungiven.
Of course, he went on to admit that he did not come to
the Assembly by public transport. I am sure that that
applies to most of us. I wonder whether Sammy shared
the ministerial car with Nigel this afternoon. I suspect
not. Sometimes, it is not a good idea to probe such
matters too deeply.

Brian Wilson made the point that if the Assembly
deals seriously with climate change, we could increase
employment. He illustrated that point with figures
from Germany. Patsy McGlone spoke on behalf of the
Environment Committee. I understand his views,
which were a constructive contribution to the debate.
The misrepresentation about houses in rural areas that
occurred afterwards —

Mr Gallagher: During his misrepresentation about
rural housing and energy usage, as with all of his other
threadbare arguments, the Minister treated the House
to much gesticulation and jumping up and down when
he held up a map that compares energy consumption in
the east with that of Fermanagh and South Tyrone,
which is my constituency. He said that my area was the
worst abuser as regards carbon emissions and suchlike.
In fact, he was comparing houses in the city of Belfast,
where there is street lighting, with scattered housing in
a rural area where there are long lanes; where children
come home on dark evenings and parents must put
lights on in their farmhouses; and where farmers work
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outside until, perhaps, 11.00 pm and, therefore, must
keep lights on. The Minister has no argument at all.

Mr Dallat: That was a fairly lengthy intervention.

Iris Robinson told the House that she did not buy
into the hysteria over climate change. God knows,
Members were relieved to hear that. /[Laughter.]
Perhaps we should all go home and contact our
psychiatrists, or it could be another abomination.

4.30 pm

Cathal Boylan described the whole crisis as being
more serious than the credit crunch; he may know
more about those banks than the rest of us.

Jim Shannon said that he was not convinced about
climate change but, to be fair, he encouraged the
Minister to take the whole thing seriously and to try to
achieve the targets, which was honourable.

John McCallister made his usual contribution;
however, he managed to get the politics into it.

Dolores Kelly reminded me that Nigel Dodds lives
in Banbridge but is a councillor in Belfast, and Ian
Paisley Jnr lives in the Lagan Valley but represents
North Antrim. With respect to travel to work, we could
all make vast improvements to the levels of carbon
emissions.

The Minister of the Environment then confirmed
our worst fears: nothing will change.

However, all in all, the debate has been extremely
interesting and constructive. At the end of the day,
Minister Sammy Wilson has got the message. The
nonsense that has been churned out on the environment
is extremely worrying and that is very sad. Those
Members who have travelled to other parts of the
world are aware of the consequences of climate change
in Africa, South America and other areas. Those who
are dying in their thousands are dying because —

The Minister of the Environment: Education.

Mr Dallat: Sammy Wilson knows that I spent 30
years in education, the same as him. I made my
contribution, and I hope that he has listened carefully
today to what has been said to him.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Before I put the Question on
amendment No 1, I advise Members that if the
amendment is made the Question will not be put on
amendment No 2 and I will proceed to put the
Question on the motion as amended.

Question put, That amendment No 1 be made.
The Assembly divided: Ayes 30; Noes 58.

AYES

Mpr Bresland, Lord Browne, Mr Buchanan,

Mr T Clarke, Mr Craig, Mr Dodds, Mr Donaldson,
Mr Easton, Mrs Foster, Mr Hamilton, Mr Hilditch,
Mr I McCrea, Miss Mcllveen, Mr McQuillan, Lord
Morrow, Mr Moutray, Mr Newton, Rev Dr lan Paisley,
Mr Poots, Mr G Robinson, Mrs I Robinson,

Mr P Robinson, Mr Ross, Mr Shannon, Mr Simpson,
Mpr Spratt, Mr Storey, Mr Weir, Mr Wells, Mr S Wilson.

Tellers for the Ayes: Mr Ross and Mr Shannon.

NOES

Mr Attwood, Mr Beggs, Mr Boylan, Mrs M Bradley,
Mr P J Bradley, Mr Brady, Mr Brolly, Mr Burns,

Mr Butler, Mr W Clarke, Mr Cobain, Rev Dr Robert
Coulter, Mr Cree, Mr Dallat, Dr Deeny, Mr Doherty,
Mpr Durkan, Mr Elliott, Dr Farry, Mr Ford,

Mr Gallagher, Mrs Hanna, Mrs D Kelly, Mr G Kelly,
Mr Kennedy, Ms Lo, Mrs Long, Mr Lunn,

Mr A Maginness, Mr A Maskey, Mr P Maskey,

Mr McCallister, Mr F McCann, Ms J McCann,

Mr McCarthy, Mr McCartney, Mr B McCrea,

Dr McDonnell, Mr McElduff, Mr McFarland,

Mrs McGill, Mr McGlone, Mr McKay, Mr McLaughlin,
Mr McNarry, Mr Neeson, Ms Ni Chuilin, Mr O’Dowd,
Mr O’Loan, Mrs O Neill, Ms Purvis, Mr P Ramsey,
Ms S Ramsey, Ms Ritchie, Mr K Robinson, Ms Ruane,
Mr Savage, Mr B Wilson.

Tellers for the Noes: Mr Gallagher and Mrs D Kelly.
Question accordingly negatived.

Question, That amendment No 2 be made, put and
agreed to.

Main Question, as amended, put and agreed to.
Resolved:

That this Assembly expresses concern that the Minister of the
Environment continues to ignore the mounting evidence that
climate change is a significant issue, and —

(1) calls on the First Minister and deputy First Minister to
ensure that the Department of the Environment recognises recent
scientific evidence and sets challenging targets for carbon reductions
and sustainable development across all departments; and

(ii))  calls on the First Minister and deputy First Minister to
ensure that the principles and priorities for the Department of the
Environment contained in the Programme for Government, and
approved by the Assembly, are reflected accurately by both the
Minister of the Environment and departmental officials, for
example, when attending North-South and East-West ministerial
meetings; and

(iii)  calls on all Ministers to ensure that their Departments
recognise the significance of man-made climate change, particularly
in the promotion of sustainability in transport, planning, housing

and energy consumption.
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(Mr Deputy Speaker [Mr Dallat] in the Chair)

PRIVATE MEMBERS’ BUSINESS
Omagh Bombing

Mr Deputy Speaker: I caution Members that civil
matters relating to the bombing are before the courts
and that a judgement has not yet been made. Therefore,
those matters are sub judice and, in accordance with
Standing Order 73(2), should not be mentioned during
the debate. Furthermore, I remind Members of their
general duty to behave responsibly in order to ensure
that their comments do not prejudice any future court
proceedings.

The Business Committee has agreed to allow up to
one hour and 30 minutes for the debate. Two
amendments have been selected and published on the
Marshalled List. Amendment No 2 has been tabled by
the proposer of the motion, who will have 10 minutes
in which to propose and 10 minutes in which to make a
joint winding-up speech on the motion and the
amendment. The proposer of amendment No 1 will
have 10 minutes in which to propose and five minutes
in which to make a winding-up speech. All other
Members who wish to speak will have five minutes.

Members should be aware that an extra 15 minutes
will not be allocated for the debate because the motion
and amendment No 2 will be moved and wound
simultaneously.

Mr Ford: I beg to move

That this Assembly calls for the establishment of a formal, cross-
border, legally binding process, designed to secure full disclosure
from the Intelligence Services and Security forces in the United
Kingdom and the Republic of Ireland, to establish what relevant
information they had before, and immediately after, the attack
which killed 29 civilians on 15 August 1998.

I also beg to move amendment No 2: Insert after
“civilians”
“, and two unborn children,”

This is, possibly, the most important motion that the
Assembly has debated since March 2007. It is,
certainly, the most important piece of private
Members’ business that has reached the Chamber.

The events in Omagh on 15 August 1998 were horrific,
and every Member will be aware of the facts surrounding
them. Those of us who have family connections in the
Omagh area have particularly strong feelings on the
matter. Although I did not experience that afternoon’s
events as directly as my colleague Dr Kieran Deeny,
my family roots are in Omagh and, a generation
earlier, I might have been walking up Market Street

with my family. Therefore, I understand the feelings of
the community in Omagh and the Omagh district.

We must recognise the suffering that the bomb
caused to the bereaved; to the injured; to those who
were involved in the rescue efforts, the nursing and
other aspects of hospital care; and to those in the
Omagh community who were traumatised by the
bomb. We must make clear our utter condemnation of
those terrorists — in every sense of the term — who
perpetrated the bombing. I mean those who made it,
those who planted it and those who detonated it. They
are solely responsible for the crime. Those points are
clear and do not need to be reiterated at length.

The purpose of the motion is to consider what the
organisations that were, and are, responsible for
security on both sides of the border now need to do. It
is not just about the past and about Omagh but about
learning lessons so that future generations are
protected. In recognising that the victims of the Omagh
bombing came from all sections of the community and
from three nations, it is important that the Assembly
unite in support of the families and all those who
suffered, and, therefore, in support of the motion.

Too often in the past, victims came from one section
of the community and were supported by public
representatives from that section of the community
alone. In the case of Omagh — a town with good
community relations, and where people from every
section of the community suffered together — it is
important that we, as representatives of the people of
Northern Ireland, come together today.

Over the years, there has been a slow, steady trickle
of information from various journalists who engaged
in background research. That trickle culminated in the
revelations of the BBC’s September ‘Panorama’. In
contrast to those alleged and apparently accurate
suggestions, the security services — potentially North
and South — have failed to disclose the information
that they had that might have either led to the prevention
of the bombing or to speedy moves to arrest the
perpetrators. Those possibilities must be considered.

We may well discount the allegations that were made
by the alleged informer Kevin Fulton, who accused the
RUC of having prior knowledge of the bomb and of
taking no action. Those allegations were subject to full
investigation by the previous Police Ombudsman.
However, serious journalists have made credible
allegations that certain security agencies held
intelligence that was not passed on to the detectives
who investigated the bombing. Whether or not that
could have occurred before the bombing, it certainly
appears that there are strong reasons to believe that
information that could have been passed on within hours
of the bombing was not passed on for days, or even
weeks or months — particularly the specific information
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that was highlighted on ‘Panorama’ that related to the
use of mobile phones on both sides of the border.

There is, therefore, a shadow over Government
Communications Headquarters (GCHQ) and the other
security services. Nobody knows who knew what and
who withheld what information. It certainly seems that
security services tend to work to protect their
informers, methods, technology and general sources.
However, if they got it wrong, there is absolutely no
excuse for their having failed to pass on the
information subsequently, and as early as possible.

If there is any truth in the suggestion that GCHQ
had information that was not passed on within hours
after the bombing, who knows what might have been
discovered if the RUC or Garda Siochana had had the
opportunity to raid appropriate places within hours of
the bombing? Who knows what prospect there might
have been of turning up a weak link in the gang, or
what forensic scientists might have determined if they
had had access to appropriate samples at an early
stage? If any of the intelligence services failed to take
action that they could have taken in the wake of such
mass murder, they have serious questions to answer.

The failure to get answers to those questions so far
calls into question the promises of the then Chief
Constable, Prime Minister and Taoiseach about leaving
no stone unturned.

Those promises have subsequently been repeated by
others in Government, including the Secretary of State.
For example, when the leader of the SDLP asked
questions in Westminster, he received no significant
answer from the previous Secretary of State.

5.00 pm

We understand that the Prime Minister has called
for a review by the Intelligence Services
Commissioner of the information that was available,
but that is simply not good enough. The Prime
Minister’s record on dealing with the security services
is not one of openness and transparency, and it does
not inspire confidence. I doubt whether anyone in
Northern Ireland — and certainly no one in Omagh
— would believe the Prime Minister if, in the next two
or three months, he were to rise to his feet in the House
of Commons and announce that, following an
investigation, there were no causes of concern. There
must be a much wider investigation.

Moreover, there are concerns about the relationship
between the security services in both jurisdictions.
Investigative work by journalists suggests that co-
operation was distinctly less than that which was
promised. Indeed, what should have been a joint
investigation by the police and the gardai appears to
have been two parallel investigations. The point about
parallel lines is that they never meet. It is questionable

whether information sharing occurred, and that is a
further matter for concern.

It is understandable that the families are calling for
a full public inquiry, and I share the families’ and the
Omagh Support Group’s concerns. However, although
the motion does not rule out a public inquiry, it does
not call for a commitment to one. Much of the required
information — which is held by the security services
— is unlikely to come out directly to a public inquiry
and, therefore, that may not be the right route to take. The
motion is broadly based and non specific; it calls for:

“a formal, cross-border, legally binding process.”

Such a process will probably require legislation in
Westminster and the Oireachtas. That will require an
innovative solution because it cannot be conducted
solely in a single jurisdiction. The Assembly must not
be prescriptive about how that might be achieved;
rather, it must set out the required principles and make
the moral case for action by the two Governments, and
I trust that we can all agree on that.

I turn to amendment No 1. I hope that it is clear to
DUP Members where the supporters of the motion
stand concerning violence in general, and their
condemnation of this crime in particular. The motion
focuses on the Omagh people’s legitimate demands for
closure, through the disclosure of the information held
by the security forces, including information about
actions that were not taken. The focus of the motion is
not on the perpetrators.

In addition, rather than shifting the focus back to the
terrorists, it is important to send a clear message to the
security services on both sides of the border about
what future generations can expect. Furthermore, [
regret the fact that the DUP amendment appears to be
prescriptive. For example, it suggests that two parallel
inquiries could follow up on problems that we
witnessed previously.

At the beginning of the debate, I said that my family
roots are in Omagh district. Ironically, my mother’s
home was a couple of hundred yards from Tom
Buchanan’s mother’s home. Therefore, I feel that I
know as much as anyone who was not directly
involved about how things were and how people feel
about the matter. I trust that Mr Buchanan can
therefore accept the bona fides with which the Alliance
Party proposed the motion and that he will recognise
that, although there are good points in his amendment,
it does not meet the current requirements. The best
message that could come from this House would be a
united and unanimous call in support of the motion.

Mr Buchanan: I beg to move amendment No 1:
Leave out all after “Assembly” and insert
“condemns the republican terrorists responsible for the murder

of the 29 people and two unborn children in Omagh on 15 August
1998; recognises that they alone were responsible for this tragedy;
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notes the recent revelations about the possible breakdown in the
provision of information that may have assisted in the prevention of
the bombing; and calls on the UK Government to urgently institute
a process to investigate the matter (i) in a way which is open,
transparent, and commands the confidence of the community; and
(i1) in co-operation with the Government of the Republic of Ireland.”

There is no doubt in anyone’s mind that the car-
bomb explosion on Market Street in Omagh on the
afternoon of Saturday 15 August 1998 was the single
worst atrocity ever witnessed in Northern Ireland,
claiming the lives of 29 people and two unborn babies.
The horrific aftermath of the bomb, which revealed the
true extent of death, injury, devastation and destruction,
not only plunged the people of Omagh into a state of
shock and disbelief, but stunned the entire nation.

For many people in Omagh, that was a day that they
will never forget; a day when families were torn apart
and the entire heart of Omagh was ripped out by a
bloodthirsty republican mob calling itself the Real
IRA. From the Floor of the House, I reiterate my
condemnation of those who orchestrated, planned and
planted the bomb in Omagh, as well as my full support
for the families of the victims in their search for justice.

I still remember the scenes of sorrow, and the tears
and heartbreak of children and parents as the lives of
their loved ones were so brutally taken away, all
because they were law-abiding citizens. Those are
memories that [ will never forget, and I again tender
my sympathy to all those families. Although 10 years
have passed, I know that the heartbreak and sorrow
still remain, and I commend those families for their
courage, strength and determination as they have sought
to pick up the broken pieces and continue in their fight
for justice, so that those who were responsible for that
heinous crime are brought before the courts.

I have no doubt that, on many occasions, just as
those families thought that they were reaching closure,
they were disappointed simply because all the i’s were
not dotted and the t’s were not crossed, resulting in the
case falling foul of the judicial system. Today, we
should pause for a moment and reflect on why, after all
the effort by the families and the security forces, no
one has been charged for that atrocity to date. Is it not
because there are still those in the republican/
nationalist community who, to this day, have failed to
come to the security forces with relevant information
that would have nailed the perpetrators?

Over the years, while the focus of blame has been
put on the security forces and the intelligence services
for failings on their part as they sought to put together
a case and gather evidence to bring the perpetrators to
justice, those republican terrorists have been let off the
hook. If we want to see justice done and closure
reached for the families in Omagh, we must focus our
attention on those who orchestrated, planned and
carried out that atrocity.

I am in no doubt that the recent revelations from the
BBC ‘Panorama’ programme, claiming that the
Government’s communications headquarters withheld
information from the security forces that might have
prevented that bomb, have generated a sense of
disbelief as well as further frustration and anger among
the families and the local community.

Those who withhold that information are as guilty
of that atrocity as those who carried it out. A clear
message must be sent from the House today; if anyone
in the communities or in Government circles are
withholding that information, they are as guilty as the
people who carried out that terrible atrocity on the
people in Omagh.

Although I commend the Prime Minister, Mr
Brown, for his swiftness in ordering a review of the
intercepted intelligence material connected to the
Omagh bomb, I call on him again to have that material
released with the utmost urgency. I also call on the
First and deputy First Ministers to do all in their power
to compel Mr Brown to have that material released.

I have tabled the amendment because I feel that the
original motion is flawed and weak in its content, and
would bring neither justice nor closure for the families
of Omagh. It fails to condemn those who carried out
the atrocity, and it also fails to request the Government
to act with urgency.

The motion is rather open-ended and fails to call for
action to be taken in an open and transparent way;
such action would command the support of the entire
community.

Time and again in Northern Ireland, we have
witnessed inquiry after inquiry. We have witnessed
people pressing for inquiries, only to be let down, and
when those inquiries have eventually taken place, they
have taken a long time to complete. However, after
completion, there have still been no results nor any
answers for the families concerned.

Mr Jason McCue, the lawyer acting on behalf of the
Omagh families, has urged the Assembly to press Gordon
Brown to release the secret GCHQ surveillance
transcripts. He has stated that that evidence is more
important than any cross-border inquiry. He also stated:

“The best thing the assembly can do is to ask for that evidence

... The focus of the debate should be on that evidence being handed
over ... The assembly should unite to press Gordon Brown on that.”

Therefore, I humbly ask Members not to divide the
House on this important and sensitive matter. Instead, |
ask that Members support amendment No 1 and help
to bring justice and closure to the Omagh families.

The Omagh families have gone through so much in
the past 10 years that we do not want to see the process
being prolonged any further. We want the withheld
information to be brought to the fore so that the
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perpetrators of this terrible atrocity can be brought to
justice. Those responsible for killing, maiming and
injuring so many in Omagh have left their victims with
scars for the rest of their lives. They have engraved in
their hearts something that they will never forget, will
never get over and will have to learn to live with. I do
not believe that we want to put those families through
any further pain or stress.

The House would do well to unite behind
amendment No 1, which calls for information to be
urgently released. A broad, sweeping motion again lets
the perpetrators off the hook, and this matter must be
dealt with urgently. Therefore, I plead with the House
to support amendment No 1, so that the people of
Omagh can find closure to the terrible atrocity that
occurred in 1998.

Mr McElduff: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. I have no hesitation in supporting the
motion and amendment No 2, which makes specific
reference to Avril Grimes’s unborn twins. The motion
makes reference to a formal, cross-border, legally
binding process, and I support that.

My first contribution to a debate in the Assembly’s
first mandate, a short time after the Omagh bomb in
1998, concerned this very subject. What happened then
was a huge tragedy; it was wrong and was condemned
by everyone. It caused a multiplicity of deaths and
injuries, physical and emotional scars, and it had
long-lasting effects on people throughout Ireland.
Those effects were most particularly felt in County
Tyrone and in the Omagh area. There were also major
implications for people in Madrid.

Some of the people who died were known to me
personally, and I know many of their relatives. That is
why it was appropriate for David Ford to say that we
should all recognise the suffering that was occasioned
by the Omagh bomb in 1998.

I want to recognise the efforts of the medical staff at
Tyrone County Hospital at that time. Those members
of staff played a vital role in saving lives, healing
wounds and dealing with many of the dead.

5.15 pm

I bear in mind the Deputy Speaker’s comments
reminding Members not to say anything during the
debate that might prejudice criminal proceedings.

My colleague Pat Doherty, MP for West Tyrone will
address the issues in detail. I want to say at the outset,
however, that Sinn Féin supports the establishment of
an independent international truth commission. We
support families who organise and campaign for the
truth. The thrust of the motion is about arriving at the
truth as to what happened in Omagh in August 1998,
and Sinn Féin supports the families who organise

themselves and who campaign for the truth in respect
of the Omagh bomb.

There is concern about the British Government’s
and the Irish Government’s commitment to a truth-
recovery process that has been talked about here today.
No one should seek to sweep the truth under the
carpet. If society is to move forward, and if we are to
leave conflict behind, we must address the tragic
human consequences of the past. I therefore approach
the motion in a supportive capacity.

Mr McNarry: As Members know, I organised an
event in the Long Gallery on 1 April this year — over
six months ago — at which many Omagh families told
their stories to Members and at which they called for
the tabling of a motion that would request a cross-
border inquiry into the Omagh bomb. They have made
no other requests. I must say that that evening in the
Long Gallery was one of the most harrowing of my
life. The sheer dimension of the human suffering and
the tragedy of the wanton and cruel loss of life left a
lasting impression on me. Frankly, the enormity of
what happened in Omagh is difficult to comprehend.

I heard the desolation in the words of Michael
Gallagher, whose son was killed in the bomb, as he
told us that evening that the families did not expect
anyone to be convicted of the atrocity and that the best
that they could hope for was to get to the truth. His
words were profound and moving. The least that the
Omagh families could expect is the establishment by
the United Kingdom Prime Minister and the Taoiseach
of a properly instituted, cross-border inquiry to determine
the truth of that wicked and cruel event in Omagh.

The cross-border nature of such an inquiry remains
essential because of the legal technicalities of operating
across two legal jurisdictions and two legal frameworks
with different methods of evidence taking. The Assembly
should encompass that in its explicit and unequivocal
support for the call for a cross-border inquiry that the
Omagh families made that evening six months ago in
the Long Gallery, and it is hoped that it does.

It is a pity that an Ulster Unionist amendment that
called for such an inquiry was not accepted for the
debate. As there is no other method of including the
wishes of the families in the debate, the hope on the
Ulster Unionist Benches is that the First Minister and
the deputy First Minister will, at their earliest
opportunity, place an inquiry at the forefront of any
representations that they might have with the Prime
Minister and the Taoiseach.

I share and concur with Mr Buchanan’s request to
the House not to divide on this issue. For heaven’s
sake, as a house of representatives, let us show
solidarity with the Omagh families, and let us do so
accordingly and, it is hoped, with dignity and integrity
in their names and at their request.
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Mr Attwood: I welcome the debate. The motion is
one of a school of motions around injustices and
miscarriages of justice in this part of the world in
which this Chamber can prove itself to be effective and
strong in raising the voices of those in our community
who have difficulty in being heard. It is in that spirit
that I speak in the debate.

The SDLP supports the motion for two reasons.
First, along with Mr McNarry, we support the call of
the families for an independent judicial international
public cross-border inquiry. Ten years after the bomb
in Omagh, people are still trying to obscure the truth,
and they are not only those in the security forces and
agencies, but also those in illegal organisations.
Therefore, the only basis on which people can have
confidence that the truth will be seen to be disclosed is
to have an independent cross-border inquiry.

Secondly, in supporting the motion, we support the
words of Mr Buchanan — words that are not in the
DUP amendment — that the information currently held
by the security services needs to be shared, as a matter
of urgency, with the families and their lawyers. It may
well be that the civil action being taken by the families
against several individuals may end before the secret
review by the Intelligence Services Commissioner is
concluded. The information should be released
urgently, given the time constraints that the families
have with their civil action.

For the SDLP, and many people outside the
Chamber, those are the two tests by which we should
judge ourselves, and by which others — in particular
the two Governments — should be judged.

As other Members have said, the Secretary of State
has stated that no stone should be left unturned in
respect of the Omagh bombing. Unless the Secretary
of State measures himself against the need to share
intelligence immediately and agrees with having an
independent inquiry, stones will be left unturned.

Similarly, and equally, the Taoiseach, Brian Cowen,
cannot claim that civil action is the best way to find
out what exactly happened in Omagh unless he tells
Gordon Brown that the information that the
intelligence services hold is shared with the families
and their lawyers immediately. Unless Brian Cowen
tells Gordon Brown that that is the measure against
which he is judging himself and Gordon Brown, a
stone will be left unturned.

I want to make some broader points. If, in the
future, the security services gather intelligence and do
nothing; gather intelligence and decide not to share it;
or gather intelligence and decide to share only part of
it or share part of it only later, we will not have learned
the deeper truths of what happened in Omagh. Given
the fact that MI5 has a significant role in the North and
that it declares that most of its current work is in

respect of dissident republicans, and given the fact that
those operations continue on a massive scale, we will
not have learnt the fuller truths from the Omagh
bombing, the ‘Panorama’ programme and the lessons
of the past 10 years unless we have appropriate
oversight and accountability mechanisms in place for
the work of the security services in Northern Ireland.

Many shadows extend over the lives of families in
Omagh. However, the biggest shadow is whether the
bomb and the unnecessary deaths could have been
avoided.

People in London, and, I fear, in Dublin, do not
intend to answer those questions. We must ensure that
they do.

Mr Bresland: There is no doubt that the Omagh
bombing was the worst atrocity of the Troubles,
claiming the lives of 29 people and two unborn babies;
it affected the lives of many in my constituency and
families in Donegal and Spain. The atrocity had a
tragic impact on the people of Omagh, who have
sought, where possible, to rebuild their lives and their
communities. Many in my constituency continue to
suffer great pain as a result of what happened that day,
and the failure to prosecute anyone for the hideous
crime has caused further pain.

Thousands of words have been written about the
atrocity, television programmes have been made and
debates held. However, the republican terrorists who
planned the attack, made the bomb, assisted in its
transport to Omagh and planted it in Market Street
have yet to be brought to justice. The motion fails to
condemn the republican terrorists who caused so much
suffering to the people of Omagh and, regrettably, it seeks
to refocus the blame on the forces of law and order.

Unfortunately, there has been considerable
controversy in Omagh in recent months over the
wording on the memorial to the bomb victims.
However, we must not forget that those who planned
and executed the attack were republican terrorists, and
they did so believing that the attack on men, women
and children would further their cause — the creation
of'a 32-county Republic of Ireland.

Amendment No 1 notes recent revelations and the
failure to provide the security forces with the necessary
information that might have prevented that hideous
attack on Omagh. I welcome the confirmation from the
Prime Minister that the Government will carry out a full
review of the GCHQ tapes. Many in the community
were shocked by the recent BBC programme on the
Omagh bombing, and there are, without a doubt, many
unanswered questions about GCHQ’s role. I am also
disappointed that the original investigation failed to
bring about convictions. Amendment No 1 calls on the
Government to institute a process to investigate the
Omagh bombing in an open and transparent way and
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in co-operation with the Government of the Republic
of Ireland. There is no doubt in my mind that the bomb
was made in the Republic of Ireland and then
transported to Omagh; therefore it is vital that the
authorities in the Republic of Ireland co-operate, in all
ways, to bring those responsible to justice.

The people of Omagh require justice, and those
responsible for the atrocity must be brought before the
courts and, eventually, to prison. Such an outcome can
be achieved only through the provision of evidence,
and I am convinced that there are people in the
republican community — in County Monaghan, where
the bomb was made and in County Tyrone, where it
was tragically planted — who have the necessary
evidence and yet have failed to provide it to the police.

Days after the bombing, Sinn Féin leaders stood on
the steps of Omagh courthouse, offering their so-called
words of comfort to the people of my constituency. I
call on the Sinn Féin Members sitting opposite to assist
in the progress of justice by urging their community
and supporters to provide the PSNI with evidence
— which I believe exists — that would bring those
murderers to justice.

The Police Ombudsman for Northern Ireland’s
investigation into the Omagh bombing sets out clearly
who was responsible for the bomb. She states that:

“The persons responsible for the Omagh bombing are the
terrorists who planned and executed the atrocity.”

I support amendment No 1.
5.30 pm

Mr Doherty: I speak in favour of the motion and
amendment No 2. Saturday 15 August 1998 will be for
ever embedded in the memories of people in Omagh,
and further afield, as one of the darkest days of the
conflict in Ireland. On that day, 29 innocent civilians
and unborn twins lost their lives in what became
known as the Omagh bomb. Once again, I express my
ongoing condolences to the families of the Omagh
victims. In addition to those who were killed, hundreds
were physically and psychologically scarred by the
dreadful events of that day.

My party and I are on record as supporting the
families in their calls for truth and justice. The
families’ search for the truth has led them up many
paths. Unfortunately, they have been frustrated,
obstructed and left disappointed on many occasions.
The circumstances surrounding the Omagh bomb have
left many unanswered questions. The judge who
presided over the Omagh bomb trial raised a number
of very serious concerns about the conduct of the
investigation into the bomb and the evidence provided
by a number of PSNI officers.

Furthermore, the Policing Board’s report into the
Omagh bomb investigation, which was published

earlier this year, lacked substance in a number of key
areas and left many of the questions that were raised
by the trial judge unanswered. The very limited nature
of that report strengthens the call for a fully
independent cross-border public inquiry into the events
surrounding the Omagh bomb.

The original motion that was proposed to the
Assembly for debate by the Omagh Support and Self
Help Group some five months ago states:

“That this Assembly calls upon the British and Irish
Governments to initiate a fully independent cross-border public

inquiry with international input into the circumstances surrounding
the Omagh Bomb.”

That is the core of what the House should support
today — a full disclosure of all the facts from both the
Irish and British Governments. The so-called
republican dissident group that was responsible for the
Omagh bomb must be totally condemned. It should
disband — it serves no cause, it has no strategy, it has
no public support, and it is heavily infiltrated.

I can relate to the passion and conviction with which
Tom Buchanan delivered his speech. However,
amendment No 1 — tabled by the DUP — prejudges
the outcome of any potential investigation. Indeed,
amendment No 1 sits ill at ease with a motion that Tom
Buchanan proposed to Omagh District Council in July
2005. I urge the DUP to reconsider and to support the
Alliance Party motion. My party will support that
motion and abstain on the DUP amendment. It is with
some regret that I will abstain, because I appreciate the
commitment of Tom Buchanan and his party colleague
Allan Bresland in respect of this matter.

I reiterate my condolences to the families, and I
commend their unstinting quest for the truth about the
deaths of their loved ones. I call on all Members of the
House to support the motion. Go raibh maith agat, a
LeasCheann Combairle.

Rev Dr Ian Paisley: News of the awful tragedy in
Omagh reached me when I was carrying out my duties
as a Member of the European Parliament.

I had some trouble getting home, and all the way
home, my heart was torn because of what had
happened. Immediately on arriving home in the middle
of the night, I went to see for myself what was left. As
I stood among the rubble, as I saw the stains of blood,
and as [ thought of homes where there would be no
sleep that night but only tears and sorrow, my heart
was rent. The next day, I visited every possible home
that had suffered bereavements and to which I could get
access. It is well known in the House that my father’s
people come from the Omagh district. It was a tragedy.

It would be a tragedy if the House did not unite
tonight. I do not see any reason why the matters, which
are being dealt with in various ways, should not be
agreed. The people of Northern Ireland, the people of
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the South of Ireland and the people of the world would
then know that, on this matter, we are one.

I regret some of the remarks made by the proposer
of amendment No 2, Mr Ford. I regret his
condemnation of what he thought the DUP amendment
was about. The DUP amendment states facts with
which no one disagrees. If anyone does disagree, he or
she can say so, but all Members condemn the
republican terrorists who were responsible for the
murder of 29 people. I do not understand why the motion
does not mention the deaths of two unborn children.

Mr Ford: We have mentioned that.
Rev Dr Ian Paisley: Where is that mentioned?
Some Members: In amendment No 2.

Mr Ford: Amendment No 2 specifically inserts that
reference. I make clear, as I did in my speech — which
Mr Bresland did not appear to hear — that the point of
today’s motion is to deal with the issue of undisclosed
information held by the security services. I thought
that it was quite clear that every Member condemned
the terrorists who were responsible.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Dr Paisley, you have one
extra minute in which to speak.

Rev Dr Ian Paisley: I am glad to hear the
Member’s explanation that the amendment mentions
the two babes. Who can mention that particularly
awful tragedy, the worst act of brutal murder during
the Troubles, without rightly saying what took place?
The DUP amendment says that in the plainest possible
manner. It notes the revelations about the breakdown
of the provision of information; I do not know whether
any Member has not noted those revelations, and I am
sure that everyone agrees that those should be noted.

All Members can agree that as our amendment
states, the matter should be investigated in a way that
is open, transparent and commands the confidence of
the community in co-operation with the Government
of the Irish Republic. Everyone will wonder at the fact
that there are Members who cannot agree to that.

We all have different points of view. The spokesman
for Sinn Féin told us how he felt about the matter. He
has his feelings and I have my feelings, but, tonight,
we can do something to help. People from the Omagh
district who have talked to members of my party feel
that the matters that are contained in our amendment
are close to their hearts. They need to know, one by
one, whether Members are for that or not.

I feel very strongly about this matter. It is an
absolute disgrace that all we have had from our
Government is what the Prime Minister told us: that he
was going to have this looked into. That means that he
will present a report from the Dispatch Box some day,
and say that nothing more will be done. We can

prevent that from happening by uniting in condemning
the failure of the authorities to act the way that they
should have. By doing so, Members would act in the
best interests of everyone concerned.

It is not for Members to try to reach a finding. We
must support a call for the Government to be decent
and honourable and to do what they must in order to
bring peace of heart and mind to the people affected by
the Omagh bomb.

Mr Elliott: On 15 August 1998, the Real IRA
detonated a massive bomb in Market Street, Omagh,
killing 29 people and unborn twins. The 220 people
who were injured and the thousands whose lives were
affected are sometimes forgotten. It is unfortunate that
no one has been brought to justice for the atrocity in
the ensuing years.

Mr McNarry spoke about the event that he held six
months ago in the Long Gallery for the families at
which he heard some of their experiences. He described
it as one of, if not the, most harrowing days of his life.
I was there and felt the same way. I was also in Omagh
the day after that bomb. I do not think that anything
can compare to the chilling atmosphere of the town on
that day. I can only try to understand and imagine what
it was like for the bereaved families and the entire
community of Omagh on that and subsequent days.

However, it must be recognised, and never
forgotten, that the sole responsibility for the Omagh
bombing lies with republican terrorists who paid no
regard to the sanctity of human life, who were barbaric
in their intent, and whose cause can never be justified
through violence or abuse either here or further afield.

The Ulster Unionist Party tabled an amendment to
this motion. That amendment called for the First
Minister and deputy First Minister to urgently raise
with the UK Prime Minister and the Taoiseach, the
need for the Government of the United Kingdom and
the Government of the Republic of Ireland to examine
the scope for a cross-border independent inquiry into
the circumstances surrounding that 1998 bombing.
Without an independent inquiry, we may never get to
the bottom of all the issues that surround that tragic
event. The families of those who were killed and have
suffered have endured too many false dawns.

In the absence of its own amendment, the Ulster
Unionist Party is supporting the one tabled by Mr
Buchanan. I recognise and support the thrust of the
Alliance Party motion. However, it is undeliverable. It
also has the potential to jeopardise ongoing
intelligence operations into dissident republican
activity, which, unfortunately, has again raised its ugly
head in this Province — particularly in the west.

If we call for full disclosure, there is a danger that
live intelligence operations will be compromised. With
the current levels of dissident republican activity, that
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might put other lives at risk, and it is a step that the
Ulster Unionist Party is not prepared to take.

5.45 pm

That said, the recent revelations in the BBC’s
‘Panorama’ programme, concerning the monitoring
and recording of some of the Real IRA terrorists by the
Government Communications Headquarters, must be
fully investigated and the findings openly and
transparently shared with the public. The information
in those recordings might have prevented the bombing,
and the UK Government must thoroughly investigate
the matter and bring it to light. However, we should
not raise the hopes of the families involved
unnecessarily. There is a likelihood that the findings of
any investigation will not produce the results that the
victims’ families had hoped for. That is why we
preferred the call to examine the scope for a cross-
border independent inquiry.

Dissident republican terrorist activity is with us
again, and everyone in the Chamber and beyond
should do all in their power to bring active terrorists
and those responsible for the Omagh bombing to
justice. The Government have a responsibility to
uphold public safety, and that includes the current
safety of the public. That is why we call on the
Governments of the United Kingdom and the Republic
of Ireland to examine the scope for an independent
cross-border inquiry.

Mr Durkan: As other Members said, the motion
and the amendments touch on a landmark atrocity that
created so many victims in Omagh — victims to whom
many promises and assurances were given but few of
which have been honoured. It is important that we
remember that, as we consider the issues and consider
also what is required not only for the families of the
dead victims of Omagh but for the entire population of
Omagh and for the entire public interest of the region.

We must be clear in our discussions about the issues
involved and in the different emphases and interpretations
that are at play in this debate. I join with others in
saying that we do not want acrimonious division or
difficulties here. People want straight talking, and they
want straightforward action from political repre-
sentatives in this regard. The families have heard too
many phoney condolences and empty platitudes.

The phrase “no stone unturned” has been used
several times today; but all that the families of the
Omagh bomb victims have had is “no cliché unused”
repeated again and again. More than 10 years on,
families have been left in their grief suffering the
profound grievance that basic promises made to them
have not been kept. Those are promises that we should
want not only for those families but for all of us,
because there is no basic pledge of common security
and the common law unless authorities act with

propriety and pursue matters such as this genuinely
and honestly. Yet the calls for public inquiries have
gone unanswered.

For a long time, few of us joined the families in
their calls for a cross-border public inquiry. I am glad
that more people now realise that there is a compelling
case for a cross-border public inquiry, but that may be
because people now realise that the likelihood of
prosecutions is much diminished. Nevertheless, [
welcome the fact that people have at least come to that
conclusion, but why can we not baldly state that in the
motion? I would have preferred the motion to be more
explicit, but I respect fully the terms in which Mr Ford
has spoken. I believe that the motion, as amended by
amendment No 2, is clear, concise and compelling. We
need to ensure that no one in Government in London,
Dublin or elsewhere, can make any mistake about what
we want to see and about the onus that is on them.

The Governments need to know that the onus rests
on them to answer the pleas of the bereaved families
and that they must live up to the promises that were
made, not just in their name, but in our name. Those
promises were made to all of us, not just to the
families. We should be as angry and as aggrieved as
the bereaved Omagh families. That is why we should
be explicit in seeking such an inquiry.

The issues that were raised by the ‘Panorama’
programme only add to the questions that already
existed. I hope that Members of the Assembly who are
also Members of another Parliament will support an
early-day motion that I have tabled that specifically
calls on the British Government to release, in a timely
fashion, the information that would help the families to
put their case.

Along with Sir Reg Empey, I raised that issue with
the Prime Minister when he was here, and he assured
us of his consideration of the matter. He then made his
move by appointing Sir Peter Gibson. After all the
false promises that were made to the Omagh families,
to hand a matter of this complexity and seriousness to
a safe knight to present a report, in an open and shut
way — possibly in Parliament, possibly not — is
simply not good enough, as Dr Paisley rightly said.
Clarity and sincerity, as clearly expressed and
demanded by this Assembly, should not be too much
for the families, who have travelled here from Omagh,
to ask for.

Dr Deeny: I add my condolences to the bereaved
families, as I have done for the past 10 years. |
remember the day of the bombing as being the most
awful day that any of us who is involved in healthcare
will ever come across. None of us was trained for that
type of scene. I lost three patients from both
communities that day, and many hundreds of people
were injured.
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Afterwards, [ remember thinking that it was the
second-busiest Saturday of the year — other than the
Saturday before Christmas — in our county town. I
also wondered how it could have happened. There had
been several bomb scares in different towns that year,
and indeed, there had been a carbon copy of the
Omagh bombing in Banbridge two weeks previously.
Phone calls were made by a so-called informer who
gave a date for the bombing, saying that it would take
place in a large town. Subsequent phone calls were
made, warning that the bombing would take place in
Omagh. I could not understand how the car could have
been parked where it was, nor could I believe, given
the previous warnings and given that there are not
many roads into the town, why Omagh could not have
been cordoned off. The former Police Ombudsman
also made that point. From the word go, I thought that
something was not right and that there was something
evil about that event.

The recent revelations of the ‘Panorama’ programme
only add to our concerns. We also know, as was
mentioned earlier, that statements were made by senior
people in Government and in the Police Service. I
remember them saying that the people who were
responsible for the bomb would be hunted down and
that no stone would be left unturned. That gave initial
hope to the families and to the whole community, but we
know what happened, or more correctly, did not happen.

As political representatives, it is our duty to the
people of Omagh to leave no stone unturned. That is
why I, along with the Alliance Party, ask Members to
support the motion and amendment No 2.

I know that this is a very emotive issue for the
people of West Tyrone, but the DUP amendment
focuses too much on condemning the perpetrators of
what was an evil act. However, we have done that
from day one, time after time. The motion is about the
acquisition and disclosure of information that many
people, North and South, believe exists.

At the core of the motion is the call for the
acquisition and disclosure of relevant information. I
could not agree more with Mr Attwood that that
disclosure is needed urgently so that the families can
use it in the civil case that they are bringing. Those evil
people must be brought to justice so that the victims’
families can have closure.

Hundreds were injured and 31 human beings killed
that day. Dr Paisley is right to mention that 31 people
were killed, although it is also mentioned in
amendment No 2. The victims’ families need our help,
and they need justice. | say that as a doctor, because I
have no doubt that the uncertainty, and the lengths to
which those families have had to go, is having a
detrimental effect on their physical, mental and
emotional health. The huge legal wound is still open

and continues to fester. For the sake of the health of
the families, justice must be done. As Members of the
devolved Government, we must do all that we can to
bring closure to this sorry and agonising situation,
which began with that terrible atrocity just over 10
years ago in the county town of Omagh.

I do not want the House to divide on this issue; we
must speak with one voice, whatever it may take. We
cannot split on the issue; it is vital to the families of
Omagh that we speak with one voice. I ask all
Members to support the motion and amendment No 2.

Mrs D Kelly: The phrase “no stone left unturned”
has been used often in the debate this afternoon. It was
the promise made to the bereaved families and the
survivors of the Omagh bomb, in its immediate
aftermath, by the then Chief Constable, Sir Ronnie
Flanagan. That promise was repeated in recent weeks
by the Secretary of State, Shaun Woodward, in
response to Gordon Brown’s announcement of a
review of intelligence handling, following the
revelations contained in September’s ‘Panorama’
programme. Many people have been left wondering
whether the bomb could have been intercepted or
whether those responsible could have been brought to
justice, had all the available intelligence been shared in
a timely manner.

However, let me be clear: the SDLP and many
others have stated today that responsibility for the
Omagh bomb lies solely with those who planned and
planted it. The Omagh families are clear on that point
and have raised it in all their presentations. They were
very strong on that issue in the presentation hosted
recently by Mr McNarry in the Long Gallery.

Mr McElduff rightly paid tribute to the nurses and
doctors who worked hard to save lives. The House
should also commend those police officers and
firefighters who sought to save lives and who worked
in very difficult and emotive circumstances. I pay
tribute to them and to the many volunteers who
assisted in the search for bodies and for the injured and
who tried to bring them to medical treatment as
quickly as possible.

The present Chief Constable, Sir Hugh Orde, said
that a successful prosecution is unlikely unless
witnesses come forward; some Members made that
very point today. Even at this late stage, we reiterate
our call that anyone who has information should come
forward. Many Members feel that the failure to do so
gives succour to those who planted the bomb. Some of
the guilt may lie with those who say nothing.

The Omagh families — like so many families
affected by the conflict of the past 30 to 40 years —
are not, at this stage, likely to see justice served unless
witnesses come forward. They want the truth, and
many of them have made impassioned pleas for it.
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Where does the truth lie and how do we obtain it? It is
clear, as Mr Ford said, that the track record of the
Intelligence Services Commissioner in presenting
evidence about security intelligence handling does not
inspire confidence. He has never upheld any case made
against the handling of intelligence.

Therefore, the motion and amendment No 2, which
Mr Ford and his colleagues tabled, go a long way to
meeting the reasonable demands of the families
affected by, and the survivors of, the Omagh bomb.
Like all others, we do not want the House to divide on
the matter.

6.00 pm

We ask those Members who tabled amendment No
1 to reconsider it. The Omagh families have made it
clear that unless inquiries are open and transparent and
have legal accountability and a legal framework in
which to operate, there will be little opportunity for
some people who hold information to present
themselves as witnesses. Moreover, they may be less
willing to appear as witnesses. We have seen that
happen with past inquiries. An inquiry must have the
power to demand reports that the intelligence services
hold and to compel witnesses to give evidence.

The Omagh families have also been at pains to point
out that we must learn about contingency planning,
and that lessons must be learned about how the
situation was handled on the day of the bombing. No
Member can deny that lessons can be learned. In the
aftermath of 9/11, the various emergency services
shared information and examined how the situation
could have been better handled. One finding that
emerged was that the emergency services were not
even operating on the same radio frequency.

I ask DUP Members to reconsider their amendment
and to give their full and unopposed support to the
motion and amendment No 2.

Some Members: Hear, hear.

Lord Morrow: At the outset, I reckon that whatever
has been, and might be, said in the House today will
fall far short of what should be said on such a motion. I
am disappointed that some Members have attempted to
rubbish amendment No 1. We tabled the amendment
because we felt that the motion did not go far enough.
I am disappointed by a couple of Members’ remarks. I
listened carefully to what Dr Deeny said. He said that
amendment No 1 majors too much on condemnation. It
is not possible to condemn enough those who
perpetrated that atrocity; that cannot be overdone. I
regret that Dr Deeny said that here today.

Mr Attwood said that we are in some way reluctant
about there being full disclosure. Let me be clear that
when that ‘Panorama’ programme aired, | was either
the first, or certainly among the first, to issue a public

statement that demanded full disclosure of information.
If any Member misunderstands my position on full
disclosure, I want him or her to ask me about it. I want
full disclosure on what happened in Omagh on that
particular day. I am not particular about whom that
hurts. I have no brief for anybody who has withheld
information, because justice must be done. However, it
is more than that — justice must be seen to be done.

That is the irony of today’s situation. In the
Chamber, it is easy for Members to condemn the
bombing — we are all doing it, but more must be
done. Are Members unequivocal in their support for
those on the ground who want to see justice done? Is
something else holding Members back from going the
full distance? I want to go the full distance, and I make
that very clear.

Some Members: Hear, hear.

Lord Morrow: I want to go the extra mile. [ am
disappointed that some Members feel that, in some
way, we have tried to be woolly about the situation.
Our amendment is quite the opposite. We are
determined to get to the bottom of the situation, and
we are not particular about whom that will offend.

Mr McCarthy: Has the Member discussed his
amendment with the people who matter — those who
suffered in the Omagh bombing?

Lord Morrow: If Mr McCarthy is asking whether I
have spoken to the people of Omagh, the answer is
yes. I live in County Tyrone, I worked in Omagh, I
have relations in Omagh, and I have family roots there.
Some of my relations had a narrow escape that day;
thankfully, they were not caught in the bomb.
Therefore, I am acutely aware of the sensitivities that
surround the issue.

Amendment No 1 states that it: “notes the recent
revelations”. That is reference to the recent ‘Panorama’
programme, and we are saying that, because of the
revelations in that programme, there must be a full
disclosure of information. We will not settle for
anything less. Any inadequacies must be exposed and
examined. Although my colleagues and Tom Elliott
made the intentions of amendment No 1 clear, I hope
that my comments dispel any doubt. We implore the
House to support amendment No 1, which goes much
further than the motion. It is important that the House
sends a clear message, not a garbled one.

Has Sinn Féin got any information about past
colleagues, or anyone else, that it can pass on to the
police? It must be noted that when the atrocity
occurred, Sinn Féin held back — it was reluctant, it
was not clear cut, and it did not meet expectations.
However, Sinn Féin still has the chance to redeem
itself, and the public demands that it does so. The
House and the Omagh relatives demand that all public
representatives do their duty and declare —
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unambiguously and definitively — their desire for a
full disclosure of information on the atrocity. I hope
that the House unites behind amendment No 1.

Mrs Long: As each Member who spoke recognised,
the Omagh families suffered greatly on that August
day in 1998. Although those losses can never be
undone and the scars will never fully heal, the families
have continued to suffer over the past 10 years,
because their right to justice has been denied and
frustrated and their access to the truth has been
blocked. There is not much that we can do in that kind
of situation, but we can make a contribution by helping
families to get the truth.

That is why we focused on the issue of full
disclosure in the motion and amendment No 2. In
addition to the pain and burden that they already carry,
we do not want the Omagh families to be left with the
question of “what if” hanging over them for the rest of
their lives. However, the motion is not just about the
truth; it is about trying to identify what went wrong
with the security services that day; it is about
establishing whether it was processes or people that
failed; and it is about ensuring that what happened is
scrutinised and, importantly, never repeated.

In his opening remarks, David Ford, respectfully,
recognised the suffering of those who were bereaved
and injured by the bomb. No Member is saying that the
issue is not sensitive or difficult. In our motion, we
sought the unity of the Assembly and to call for
something specific, not to ask the British and Irish
Governments to examine a process, but to call for
something that would deliver for the families.

Tom Buchanan highlighted, rightly, that there are
people who harboured the guilty, have information
and, even at this late stage, should co-operate with the
police to assist the families with their quest for justice.
I agree with Tom Buchanan, but surely his logic means
that that obligation should be extended to those in
GCHQ, the security services and the intelligence
services, because, potentially, they have information
that must be disclosed. They have a major role to play
in the investigation, and in handing over that
information.

I wish that those who proposed the amendment had
spoken with us, as did others, because we were willing
and flexible enough to have a composite approach that
would not have forced division. However, tabling an
amendment that runs contrary to some of the content in
the motion makes it incredibly difficult to achieve a
coherent result.

Barry McElduff recognised the suffering, and the
enormity of what faced the emergency services on that
day, as did several other Members, including his
colleague Pat Doherty.

Lord Morrow: The Member said that she was
disappointed that we made no approach to her or her
party. I am the Chief Whip of the DUP group, which is
next door to the Alliance Party, and at no time did any
Alliance Party member ever think it worthwhile to
knock my door and come round for a consultation.

Mrs Long: That is an admission that the DUP did
not speak to us about our motion, as did other parties.

Mr McNarry, I believe, referred to the families’ call
for that process to operate in both jurisdictions, with
the prospect, if not of delivering justice, of at least
giving them the truth, and we concur with that view.

Alex Attwood rightly emphasised the independence
of any inquiry, and rightly noted, given that the civil
case is under way, that there is an urgency to the
process with regard to the disclosure of evidence.

Sadly, Allan Bresland suggested that the motion was
an attack on the security forces. I refute that suggestion.
Nothing could be further from the truth, and I am
saddened that anyone would suggest otherwise.

Tom Buchanan made a case against full disclosure,
because it could compromise the ongoing work of the
security services against dissident republicans. We
recognise that, in every jurisdiction, there is a need for
security and intelligence in counter-terrorism, that
counter-terrorism is, by its nature, secretive, and that
sources must be protected. We are not naive. However,
the public has a right to expect that those working in
such services are, at all times, acting to the highest
standards and in the interests of protecting the public.

There is considerable doubt in the public mind that
that is always the case, and nowhere is that lack of
confidence more evident than in the Omagh case. The
allegation that GCHQ had intercept evidence that
could have prevented a bomb being planted, and the
further allegation that the information was not handed
to local detectives to allow them to use it in pursuit of
the guilty are major concerns. Unfortunately, only full
disclosure can set those allegations to rest in people’s
minds. Allowing secrecy to cloud the issue is
incredibly dangerous for public confidence.

Mark Durkan called for clarity, and I agree. The
proposed amendment confuses the issue. Furthermore,
he was also right — as were many others — to
highlight the empty promises of the different
Governments. Kieran Deeny had first-hand experience
of the tragedy, and he is right that the condemnation of
the terrorists who planted the bomb stands.

The motion is about obtaining the information that
the families seek. Dolores Kelly quite rightly called on
all those who have information or evidence to come
forward. I support her 100% in that call.

Lord Morrow called for no division, but the way
that he treated the remarks created a sense of division.
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There is no division in the spirit of what people are
trying to do, even though we may take a slightly
different approach. I hope that that is accepted, even
by those Members of the DUP who amended the
motion. Lord Morrow said that he was committed to
full disclosure. However, the words “full disclosure”
are not in the DUP’s amendment.

I make it clear that the motion is not designed to
shift the blame for the carnage in Omagh onto the
security services or the local police. Those who are
ultimately responsible for the death and destruction,
and its legacy on the families of the victims and
survivors, are those who built, primed, planted and
detonated that device, and those who took the car,
parked it in the centre of Omagh, and walked away
into the crowds that they were about to decimate.

Nothing in our motion diminishes the bombers’
responsibility for the choices that they made, the
actions that they took, and the lives that they
destroyed. That is not the motion’s focus.
Nevertheless, it is incumbent on Governments to do all
that they can to protect their citizens from such attacks
and to ensure that justice is delivered to the victims of
those attacks when they occur. The families who have
been affected by the Omagh bombing believe that
neither has been achieved. They seek the truth; they
deserve nothing less.

6.15 pm

The Omagh bombing is a sensitive issue that
requires the House to form a united front. Even at this
late stage, I appeal to the proposers of amendment No
1 to support the motion and amendment No 2 so that
the Assembly has a united position and can act on the
matter in that spirit.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Before I put the Question on
amendment No 1, I advise Members that if that
amendment is made, the Question will not be put on
amendment No 2. I will then proceed to put the
Question on the motion, as amended.

Question, That amendment No 1 be made, put and
agreed to.

Main Question, as amended, put and agreed to.

Resolved:

That this Assembly condemns the republican terrorists
responsible for the murder of the 29 people and two unborn children
in Omagh on 15 August 1998; recognises that they alone were
responsible for this tragedy; notes the recent revelations about the
possible breakdown in the provision of information which may have
assisted in the prevention of the bombing; and calls on the UK
Government to urgently institute a process to investigate the matter
(i) in a way which is open, transparent, and commands the
confidence of the community; and (ii) in co-operation with the
Government of the Republic of Ireland.

Motion made:
That the Assembly do now adjourn. — [Mr Deputy Speaker.]

ADJOURNMENT

Promoting the Tourist Potential
of East Antrim

Mr Deputy Speaker: I remind Members that the
proposer of the topic for debate will have 15 minutes
in which to speak. All other Members will have
approximately seven minutes.

Mr Ross: When other Members have left, I will
address what my colleague Jim Wells describes as “a
hushed Chamber”. I am grateful to the Business Office
for allowing me to raise the topic in the House this
evening. I thank the Minister for her presence, and I
apologise to those Members who have had to stay until
such a late hour.

East Antrim is a magnificent constituency with
breathtaking scenery and popular tourist attractions,
drawing in walkers, cyclists, golfers and people who
fish. As such, it could benefit greatly from the growing
tourism industry, as envisaged by the Programme for
Government.

Tourism is a growth industry in Northern Ireland. It
is worth millions to the economy, and it provides
thousands of jobs throughout the country, many of
which provide seasonal opportunities for students
during peak visitor times. I noted the extent of that
tourism growth in a comment that my colleague Jimmy
Spratt made when he recognised the number of cruise
ships that now come to Northern Ireland and the
number of tourists who are on those ships. That is
certainly to be welcomed.

That tourism was given such a central place in the
Programme for Government is also to be welcomed. It
has gained around £60 million in capital investments.
Targets have been set for visitor numbers to increase
by around 25% over the next three years. In recent
years, local hotels, particularly in Belfast, have
occupancy rates of almost 70% at times, which
demonstrates clearly the number of visitors who now
come to the Province.

However, despite that, tourism represents a tiny
proportion — only 2% — of Northern Ireland’s GDP,
whereas that figure is higher in neighbouring countries.
In Wales, that figure is 11%, and in the Irish Republic,
it is 9%. Clearly, we are still catching up from our
troubled past, when tourists were too frightened to
come to Northern Ireland because of the republican
terrorist campaign waged in our Province. Despite
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recent posturing by some, we now hope that we have
sufficient political stability to grow our tourist industry
and bring more people to visit Northern Ireland.

The motion refers specifically to East Antrim, but
many parts of the country will find it relevant and
many of the issues that will be raised will apply to
other constituencies. East Antrim is geographically
well-positioned to reap the benefits from tourism. It is
the gateway to the north coast, and large parts of the
constituency lie in close proximity to Belfast. East
Antrim should be able to catch tourists attracted by the
stand-out attractions of Belfast or the Giant’s Causeway.
However, we do not want tourists to simply pass
through East Antrim; we want them to stop en route
along the breathtaking coast road, and spend some
time — and, crucially, money — in the constituency.

The port of Larne is one of the busiest in the United
Kingdom, and the number of tourists who come from
Scotland in particular has grown in recent years. With
the credit crunch and the stretching of family finances,
many more in Scotland will decide to holiday closer to
home, since foreign holidays and other luxuries are
often the first items to go when times are tough.
Unfortunately, however, most tourists do not stay in
Larne, even for an overnight stay or a meal. Many
coach trips arrive in the port but do not spend any time
in the town. There has to be development in that
respect, and places of interest must be promoted to
visitors.

I know of several smaller bed and breakfasts whose
owners are frustrated that they do not get passing
business because they are prevented from erecting
certain types of signage to alert people to their
existence. Despite the signage on the scenic loop route
past Island Magee, there needs to be further signage so
that visitors realise that there are places to stay in the
area and places to visit nearby. Villages such as
Ballycarry seek more effective promotion — some
local businesses there are popular with those tourists
who just happen to stumble across them and who are
delighted at that traditional small Ulster village.

Those in the tourism industry are frustrated that
Northern Ireland is not specifically promoted as a
tourist destination and, therefore, places such as East
Antrim lose out to a greater degree than they would
otherwise to more popular attractions in the Province.
Tourism Ireland focuses on the images of shamrocks
and leprechauns. Those images are alien to most of us
in Northern Ireland, who are proud to have historic,
cultural and religious links with rest of the United
Kingdom — yet Northern Ireland has not been
promoted specifically outside of the island of Ireland.
The approach to promotion and marketing of tourism
is very fragmented, with little flexibility, even among
bodies charged to do just that.

This is a massive issue, and one that I have raised
before in the Chamber. I am pleased that, over the past
year, Northern Ireland-specific merchandise has gone
on sale at airports in Belfast, whereas, previously,
tourists returning from our two major airports could
have been forgiven for thinking that they were in
Dublin, because there were no locally focused tourism
products available.

I mentioned the historic, cultural and religious links
that Northern Ireland shares with the rest of the UK.
Ulster-Scots culture is particularly strong in East
Antrim. I and several other MLAs from the area have
been to well-attended events during the summer, in
Cairncastle and Ballygally in particular. I pay tribute to
Bobby Acheson, David Hume and others in East
Antrim who take on much of the burden of organising
events such as the Cairncastle Ulster-Scots Folk
Festival and the Broadisland Gathering Festival.

Those events are attended not just by people from
Northern Ireland, but by a sizeable number of visitors
from Scotland. At the last such event that I attended,
several people from New Zealand and the United States
were there. I have written to the First Minister to ask
him to consider what he can do to promote our culture,
and I have asked broadcasters to give more airtime to
music associated with Ulster Scots, which is a popular
and growing cultural phenomenon, particularly in East
Antrim. It is even popular with young people.

That aspect of tourism should not just be exploited
locally — there is huge potential in attracting visitors
from the United States, as was clear from the success
of the Smithsonian events in the US last year. Larne
has a long-standing connection with the United States,
because it was from that port that many immigrants
departed for a new life in America. Larne ships
transported people to America for many years, and a
memorial testifying to that is situated in Curran Park in
the town.

The Ulster American Society of Larne was
established over a decade ago and, since then, the town
has been twinned with other towns in South Carolina.
In Carrickfergus, the Andrew Jackson Cottage and US
Rangers Centre includes an example of the traditional
Ulster-Scots farmhouse from which the parents of
President Andrew Jackson emigrated in 1765.

Other interesting historical attractions in the
constituency include the Railway Preservation Society
of Ireland, which has an opportunity to use the old-
style food carriages for corporate events. We are
looking at business tourism as well; not just at
attracting people who are on their holidays. We can
attract business people and others to the area through
events such as that.

Activities such as walking and cycling are not
promoted enough. Carnfunnock Country Park is one
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such example, with stunning walking trails, views and
gardens, and it is particularly popular with families in
the area. Ballygally and Carnlough, at the upper end of
the constituency, are picturesque villages with very
nice scenery indeed.

Perhaps the most recognised landmark in East
Antrim is Carrickfergus Castle, which could also be
utilised to a greater degree by holding gala events or
medieval banquets there. My colleague David Hilditch
will refer to that in more detail.

I will highlight two specific projects within the
constituency that I believe could greatly improve the
potential for tourism. First is the development plan for
the Magheramorne Quarry, where a unique multi-
million pound eco-village, world-class biking track,
diving school, film studios and a number of other
tourist attractions are planned. It is a very exciting
project, particularly for those in the constituency. I
hope that we will see work begin there very soon.

There is also a project to oversee the restoration of
the Gobbins cliff path and the Causeway coastal route,
which perfectly links Belfast, at the south of the
constituency, to the Causeway at the north. That again
is a very exciting project, and it is hoped that we will
see it progress in years to come.

Tourism must be exploited to the full, and I hope
that the Executive can assist in every way possible. |
know that other Members will wish to mention other
important issues, so I will conclude. I welcome the
opportunity to highlight the constituency.

Mr Beggs: The East Antrim constituency,
incorporating Larne, Carrickfergus, and parts of
Newtownabbey, is full of areas of outstanding natural
beauty that are particularly associated with its coastal
location. It is good that the Causeway Coast and Glens
partnership has been developed in order to provide an
identity for the region that can be marketed regionally
and internationally. However, more needs to be done.

The East Antrim constituency is often seen simply
as the gateway to the glens, yet it has many noteworthy
facilities and areas of beauty. There is the preserved
Norman castle in Carrickfergus, which is the focal
point for the history of the immediate area, and
Northern Ireland as a region. Much history emanates
from that site. The structure is noteworthy, but more
interactive displays and items of historical interest are
required to keep the visitors’ attention. More items of
genuine historical interest would also be useful.

Is the Environment and Heritage Service, or as it is
now called, the Northern Ireland Environment Agency,
the best agency to preserve the building? Certainly, it
is the best agency for preserving the structure, but
more innovative ways of encouraging tourists’ use of
the facility must be considered. There has been an
increase in activity in recent years, with events such as

medieval jousting and crafts, and that is to be
welcomed. The events held have been popular.
However, more is required. The harbour area is now a
bustling attraction with a renovated promenade, a new
marina and numerous restaurants to choose from.

Further up the coast, there is the town of Whitehead
— a scenic Victorian town that has excelled in the Ulster
in Bloom and Britain in Bloom floral competitions. A
visit there in the summer is a must. As Mr Ross said, it
is also the centre for the Railway Preservation Society
of Ireland, which organises numerous trips on the
railway network using its vintage vehicles.

Further up the coast, there is a neglected treasure
from the Victorian age, which, hopefully, is on the
verge of being restored. I refer to the Gobbins cliff
path in Islandmagee. Members will be aware of the
recent upsurge in interest in the Gobbins, which has
been stimulated to some extent by a recent episode of
the BBC’s ‘Coast’ series, which highlighted both its
glorious past and its potentially glorious future.

Last weekend, I was fortunate to be taken by Peter
Steele on the North Irish Diver to view the impressive
cliff face and wildlife along the coastline.

The North Irish Diver is used to carry divers to the
numerous wrecks that dot the immediate area; that
potential for tourism should be developed further.

6.30 pm

The current £6 million scheme is dependent on
funding coming from a variety of sources, including
the Heritage Lottery Fund, the Environment and
Heritage Service, INTERREG, the Department of
Enterprise, Trade and Investment (DETI) and the
Northern Ireland Tourist Board (NITB). If that scheme
is to be delivered, help must be provided, through
DETI, by central Government and the Tourist Board.
Substantial funding has been identified from other
bodies, and huge potential exists for delivering a
significant tourist project.

There are already numerous bed and breakfast
facilities in the area. At Ford Farm, for example, there
is a small camping barn and caravan site at the edge of
Larne Lough, which is an area of special scientific
interest and a Ramsar site, for those with an interest in
wildlife. There is a growing interest in nature and an
increasing interest in walking for pleasure and for
health. Coastal walking forms a sizeable tourism
segment in many parts of Great Britain. The National
Trust has already developed walks at Portmuck and
Brown’s Bay, and I hope that eventually the Gobbins
pathway can be restored and the network completed,
so that visitors can enjoy the spectacular coastal views.

Further north is the village of Glynn and the town of
Larne. As Mr Ross indicated, the Carnfunnock
Country Park is particularly noteworthy, and worth a
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visit by people of all ages; there are play facilities,
walled gardens, and many walks. At Glenarm, the
marina has recently been renovated. There is also a
castle with a garden and tea rooms; throughout the
year, it is the centre for many activities.

Finally, there is the village of Carnlough. A visit
there would not be complete without a walk around the
harbour and a visit to the historic Londonderry Arms.
East Antrim is a hidden gem, and if more people knew
about it, they would choose to visit it.

Mr Neeson: As a member of the Committee for
Enterprise, Trade and Investment, I am only too aware
of the importance of tourism to the economy of
Northern Ireland, and of the growing number of
visitors that we are getting. [ welcome the number of
airlines now operating all around Europe, which are
bringing visitors to Northern Ireland. Hopefully, many
of those visitors will come to East Antrim, which has a
great deal to offer. However, it is important that we get
the tourist product right.

Infrastructure is very important, and that includes
the updating of the Carrickfergus to Belfast road, the
A2, and the Larne to Belfast road, the A8. Co-operation
between the local councils is important, and one very
good example of that is the Mid-Antrim Museums
Service, which involves Larne, Carrickfergus,
Newtownabbey, and Ballymena councils. Over the last
four years, in each of those areas, a major heritage
product has been developed. There is the museum in
Carrick; Sentry Hill in Newtownabbey; the refurbished
Larne Museum; and the Ballymena civic centre.

A lot has been said about Carrickfergus Castle. I
think that all of us from East Antrim agree that more
could be done with the castle itself, in particular the
question of opening hours. The opening hours are not
conducive to the tourist trade, and Carrickfergus Borough
Council has been trying to make changes to that.

I am glad that the Minister is here today. The Tourist
Board promised funding for the development of a son
et lumicre show at Carrickfergus Castle; that funding
has not materialised. Recently, I met Tourist Board
officials, and I hope that that will go on the agenda.

Mr Ross mentioned the need for functions and so
forth at the castle. I must admit that one of my
proudest achievements was helping to organise the
very first Lughnasa Medieval Fair, way back in 1971.

The promotion of Carrickfergus as a walled town is
also important to its heritage, and David Hilditch is
extremely involved in the movement to preserve
walled cities and towns.

The previous two Members who spoke referred to
the reopening of the Gobbins cliff path, and that must
be a priority. One need only look at the popularity of
the walk along the Blackhead path and the number of

people that use it frequently to see that it would be an
added attraction in the area. I am pleased to say that
Carnfunnock Country Park, which is an excellent and
well-used family facility, is also in the area. I welcome
the use of Glenarm Castle for various activities in
recent years, and many overseas visitors have been
attracted to events there.

For several years, | have been working closely with
the Railway Preservation Society of Ireland, which is
based at Whitehead, and volunteers have done an
enormous amount to restore the engines and carriages.
It is not only a major local attraction but a major
national attraction.

The maritime area of Carrickfergus is now a major
attraction, and I am pleased to say that the recently built
Premier Inn has been granted planning permission for
an extension. That shows how the tourist product is
being developed in East Antrim.

It goes without saying that the Antrim coast road is,
undoubtedly, one of the most scenic areas on the island
of Ireland and, with the port of Larne acting as the
gateway to the glens, the number of people using it in
recent years has increased considerably. The area has
much to offer tourists from near and far. The
promotion of East Antrim must be more widely
developed to realise its full potential.

I have a final point to make while the Minister is
present. Much of the development does not involve
only her Department, and, therefore, if the potential of
the area is to be realised, an interdepartmental
approach must be taken. I thank Mr Ross for securing
the debate.

Mr Hilditch: I declare an interest as a member of
Carrickfergus Borough Council, on which I am
chairman of tourism and marketing. I am also a
director of the Causeway Coast and Glens Regional
Tourism Partnership, a forum member of the Belfast
Visitor and Convention Bureau Regional Tourism
Partnership and, as Sean mentioned, an executive
member of the Walled Towns Friendship Circle.

I thank my colleague Mr Ross for securing the
debate and bringing the matter to the Floor of the
Assembly — and rightly so, as Northern Ireland is
benefiting from changing times. Tourism is a growth
industry that generates almost £800 million for the
local economy and supports almost 30,000 full-time
jobs and, equally importantly, numerous opportunities
for part-time employment. I hope that, despite the
global economic problems, the statistics continue to
improve, as will what the area has to offer as a must-
see tourist destination.

Of all the constituencies, East Antrim is one of the
best strategically placed for infrastructure and inward
travel. Within 15 minutes of leaving Belfast
International Airport, George Best Belfast City Airport
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or the Port of Belfast, out-of-state visitors can be in the
heart of the constituency, which boasts its own port
facilities at Larne. East Antrim can, therefore, be the
gateway to Northern Ireland. One of the most
important infrastructural developments in recent years
is the Causeway coastal route, which was funded by
central Government and delivered by the Causeway
Coast and Glens Regional Tourism Partnership.

That specially signed route takes tourists off the M2,
takes them through Whiteabbey, follows the A2 to the
north and, eventually, leaves the constituency at the
beginning of the glens of Antrim. That journey boasts
many attractions in the local-authority areas of
Carrickfergus, Newtownabbey and Larne such as
Loughshore Park, the wonderful development at
Carnfunnock Country Park, Carrickfergus Marina —
which has been awarded five gold anchors through the
Yacht Harbour Association’s gold anchor award
scheme — the underdeveloped viewpoint at the
Knockagh monument and the rich heritage and culture
that is showcased by the Andrew Jackson cottage,
Carrickfergus Castle and the town walls.

I commend the private and voluntary sector, which
provides excellent accommodation in the constituency,
and further developments are pending. Sean Neeson
mentioned the Premier Inn. Moreover, the Knockagh
Lodge, which was previously a roadhouse, will soon
provide 31 rooms. That extension was secured with
private-sector investment.

Flame, Ireland’s award-winning gasworks museum
is managed entirely by an enthusiastic team of
volunteers, whose work is essential. Therefore, many
people play roles in promoting tourism potential in
East Antrim. I could go on, but I will sound like an
episode of “Wish You Were Here...?". That is, perhaps,
the origin of some of the problems. Much work is
conducted in local government, central Government,
the Departments and agencies, the private sector, the
business community and the valuable voluntary sector.
However, despite the best efforts of the majority, the
delivery of a project or service can, at times, be
fragmented or undeliverable.

Some of the worst examples apply to the jewel in the
crown of East Antrim’s tourist trade — Carrickfergus
Castle. As Sean Neeson mentioned, the most
disappointing non-delivery of a project in recent years
was the proposed son et lumiére at the castle. That
Northern Ireland Tourist Board- led project included
two other partners, namely Carrickfergus Borough
Council and the former Environment and Heritage
Service. Those two parties worked hard to fulfil
resource and finance commitments and included a
strategy in their business plans. However, NITB left
them high and dry, and several years later, still refused
to visit Carrickfergus Borough Council to discuss that
issue and the ensuing difficulties.

The management of Carrickfergus Castle is
important to those of us involved in the promotion of
tourism. Recently, I provisionally booked banquets for
two evenings in early June. That booking was
accepted. However, 10 days later I received a letter
that, rather than confirming my booking, outlined a
new policy that permitted functions to be held in the
castle on Monday to Thursday evenings only.
Furthermore, groups had to vacate the premises by
9.00 pm, and no alcohol or marquees were permitted
on the grounds. The first booking was for a group of
Americans, led by the mayor of Danville from
Kentucky, who were twinning with Carrickfergus. The
second booking was for the European Walled Towns
Friendship Circle, which had chosen Carrickfergus to
host its annual executive meeting with representatives
of nine European countries present. There would have
been no better groups to which to showcase East
Antrim’s assets, but the facility was unavailable. The
matter has been referred to the relevant Department
and the relevant Minister.

Furthermore, the Territorial Army, which is celebrating
its centenary, enquired about the facility at Carrickfergus
Castle through the civic offices in Carrickfergus. Once
again, the criteria and policy were outlined. I do not
need to explain to Members the reaction to the
Northern Ireland Environment Agency’s policy.

Those examples demonstrate how fragmented
delivery can damage a product, and those matters will
be discussed with the Department and the Minister.
However, I do not believe that everyone in the agency
shares the same attitude, which seems to say that it
does not care if tourists ever cross the ramparts. Such
examples indicate that a localised steering group for
the delivery of tourism could be considered in
partnership with central Government. However, that
matter is for another day.

I thank Mr Ross for proposing this topic for the
Adjournment debate. All Members share similar
sentiments.

Mr K Robinson: I declare an interest as a
councillor in Newtownabbey Borough Council. East
Antrim has accepted tourists not just for the past
several years but for the past few centuries and,
indeed, since the beginning of the first millennium.

It was one of the first places to welcome people
from the Stone Age to this island. It welcomed the
Vikings and the Normans. It also welcomed the king of
the campers, King William, who brought a multitude
of European visitors with him. Most of them were very
wise people, because, while the King arrived at
Carrickfergus, quickly got on his horse and headed for
one of the oldest buildings in Newtownabbey, the
White House, most of his army went directly there.
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That accommodation must have been more welcoming
than Carrickfergus Castle, to which Mr Hilditch referred.

6.45 pm

East Antrim is the gateway to Northern Ireland. The
port of Larne has 32 sailings each day that link us to
north-west England and Scotland — with a footfall of
approximately 25 million potential tourists. Has
anyone in the Chamber ever been to the ferry terminals
at Stranraer or Cairnryan and tried to lift a brochure for
attractions in East Antrim? There will be brochures
about the Northern Ireland lakes, the walled city of
Londonderry, the Sperrins and St Patrick’s Trail, but
there will not be any brochures about East Antrim.

The port operates the short sea route to Britain, but
we have lots of other networks, as other Members have
mentioned. East Antrim is close to the two airports and
to the port of Belfast. Increasing numbers of overseas
— particularly American — tourists are captive on
their ships in Belfast with no Titanic Quarter to see; or
nothing worthwhile at the moment. Why do they not
come to East Antrim? We have castles at Carrickfergus,
Glenarm, and Ballygally, and, if we include North
Antrim, visitors can go to Dunluce Castle, although it
is not in the best of condition.

Most of the current projects in East Antrim are
down to the initiative of the three borough councils,
working separately or together or in combination with
the Mid-Antrim Museums Service. There are jewels in
each crown. Newtownabbey has not received much of
a mention, but one of the national railway icons is
located there; the Bleach Green viaduct is famous right
across Great Britain because of its particular structure
and format. Newtownabbey Borough Council only
recently opened a pathway to allow people to view that
particular splendour.

Community groups in Monkstown estate have
brought an old industrial river — the Three Mile Water
— back into life again, and it is now a salmon river.
The area also contains Loughshore Park, which was
mentioned; Hazelbank Park, which is an extension to
the former; and the famous Gideon’s Green, which was
named after one of our overseas tourists — a French
Huguenot — who left his mark on that particular part
of Newtownabbey.

The cross-community Williamite theme could be
developed. William landed in Carrickfergus and moved
on to White House, Belfast, Hillsborough, Newry,
Dundalk, Drogheda, and eventually to Dublin. The
cross-border element should be tapped, because we
know nothing about it. Despite the partial existence of
the walls of Carrickfergus, only one walled city is
promoted by the Tourist Board. With a little
imagination, Carrickfergus could have a bigger footfall
than Londonderry could ever have. Why is that not
being developed?

Too many agencies are dipping their toes in the
pond of East Antrim. None of them actually creates
anything worthwhile. With the Minister here today, I
would like to think that she will talk to her colleagues,
so that the Department of Agriculture and Rural
Development, the Department of the Environment and
the Northern Ireland Tourist Board will all come
together to promote a resource that is sitting there,
waiting to be tapped. We have talked about the
Gobbins path and the marinas at Glenarm and
Carrickfergus. A lot of the infrastructure is in place; it
just needs somebody to blow some life into it.
However, the body that should be doing that — the
Tourist board — seems to be passing it by.

Two sets of visitors come to East Antrim, one of
which comprises those from Northern Ireland. The
catchment area of greater Belfast — home to more
than one million people — is not being tapped into.
Across the north of the United Kingdom, there are
approximately 25 million people. Again we are not
tapping into that area. There is an Ulster-Scots
diaspora in America, and we have already heard about
some of the links that Larne, Carrickfergus and
Newtownabbey have with that part of America.
Andrew Jackson must not be mentioned to the
Cherokee Indians — they have a particular view of
him that is not helpful to our tourist industry. However,
there is an affinity that could be tapped into, but the
agencies are not breathing life into it.

Alastair Ross referred to the Ulster-Scots evening that
he, Roy Beggs, Sammy Wilson and I attended recently,
which consisted of self-help groups that struggle for
money and for the attention of agencies. Something
should be done to help them project the very worthwhile
and unique culture beyond the local area.

Agencies are attempting to develop tourism. People
who attempt to raise the standards of their restaurants
and hotels to a higher level to bring in even more
money sometimes run into brick walls; officialdom
does not offer co-ordinated assistance. Golf-course
marketing is not linked either. Packages have not been
produced for East Antrim, and that is a tragedy. I
therefore appeal to the Minister for some joined-up
Government.

Angling, sea fishing, rambling and golf courses have
been mentioned, but there are places that offer further
tourism potential. The University of Ulster in
Jordanstown is upgrading its facilities to make them
attractive to visitors not just for conferences or for people
attending the centre for sporting excellence, but for
people spending their holidays here outside of term time.

Much could be built on, and I hope that the Minister
takes on board some of the matters that I have raised
and that she lives up to her responsibilities by speaking
to her colleagues to ensure that everyone plays their
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part in raising tourism levels in East Antrim. Finally, [
thank Mr Ross for proposing the motion and for giving
me the opportunity to tell Members about the benefits
of East Antrim; I will send them a postcard shortly.

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment (Mrs Foster): I congratulate the Member
for securing this Adjournment debate, and I welcome
the opportunity for such discussions at what is an
exciting and important time for tourism in Northern
Ireland. However, I must add the caveat that the
tourism industry is not immune to the major economic
challenges faced by everyone. Nevertheless, there is
much potential in East Antrim.

I am encouraged by the tourism industry’s
commitment to address the challenges that exist, and,
as the proposer of the motion said, the Northern Ireland
Executive, earlier this year, gave their unprecedented
commitment to tourism in the form of a £60 million
ring-fenced allocation for capital investment, and
additional revenue — in excess of £20 million —
through the Programme for Government to secure
long-term sustainable growth. East Antrim is well
positioned to benefit from those projects.

I shall now cover some of the matters that were
mentioned in the debate. Mr Hilditch spoke about the
Causeway coastal route, which goes through East
Antrim and links Belfast and Londonderry. Members
will agree that, to date, there has been excellent
progress, and more than £10 million has been invested.
Key projects include the installation of 400 tourist
signs and the commencement of an interpretive
programme along the route. Towns and villages along
the route will benefit from increased visitor numbers.
For example, Island Magee was identified as one of
nine routes along the trail that were chosen for their
scenic value and their ability to provide visitors with
opportunities to explore off the beaten track.

The challenge for local areas is to identify and
create opportunities for visitors to spend money, so
that those localities can secure economic benefits. We
do not just want more visitors; we want them to spend
more in Northern Ireland, and we must bear that in
mind when considering tourism products.

Belfast and Londonderry — at either end of the
route — and the Port of Larne are major gateways to
Northern Ireland for tourists arriving by coach and for
people on any of the growing number of cruise ships
— which Members have mentioned already — that
now visit us.

The Antrim coast road was recently described as:
“Arguably the most spectacular 60 miles in Britain.”

Although I will not mention the geography, I will take
the compliment. Obviously, it is spectacular, and those

of us who have been lucky enough to travel on that
road understand exactly what that quotation says.

Carrickfergus Castle is still very much a gem in East
Antrim, and, when I was the Minister of the
Environment, I had the pleasure of going there on
several occasions, including to an Ulster-Scots event. |
also attended a tremendous event at the castle with
Belfast City Council, at which Americans from
Nashville visited as part of the Sister Cities Initiative.

Carrickfergus Castle continues to be a popular venue
for weddings, having had, to date, approximately 36
bookings for civil and religious ceremonies in 2008.
The castle is also popular for wedding photographs
and remains a popular tourist attraction, with
approximately 54,000 tourist visits annually, plus visits
by approximately 11,000 schoolchildren.

Conserving the historical fabric of the castle and
servicing visits by tourists and school groups will
remain the priority of the Northern Ireland
Environment Agency. It has been recognised that there
are tensions between doing that and opening up the
castle in the way that Members wish. However, |
understand from the Department of the Environment
that the agency will investigate the possibility of
another body managing evening and weekend events at
the castle, because I believe that that is where the
difficulties lie for some Members.

As I said, Carrickfergus Castle is a gem in East
Antrim, and then there are the spectacular views from
the Bla Hole across Whitehead to Scotland. The
Sallagh Braes and the glens of Antrim are worth a visit
in their own right, and the Giant’s Causeway attracts
hundreds of thousands of visitors into the area every
year and still remains the top tourist attraction in
Northern Ireland. However, as Mr Ross said, we do not
only want visitors passing through East Antrim, we
also want them to stay there, and I agree that Members
should be focusing on that.

The East Antrim constituency is blessed with natural
beauty and plays a central role in making Northern
Ireland an attractive destination. The Causeway costal
route, including East Antrim, features prominently on
the consumer websites of the Northern Ireland Tourist
Board, Tourism Ireland, and the Causeway Coast and
Glens Regional Tourism Partnership.

Although the wider signature project has much to
offer visitors, the East Antrim constituency boasts a
wealth of smaller but no less worthwhile attractions.
Those have all been mentioned by Members and they
include: the village of Carnlough: Glenarm, with its
castle gardens, forest walks and harbour; Carnfunnock
Country Park; the Railway Preservation Society of
Ireland in Whitehead, which was mentioned by Mr
Neeson; the marine museums; St Nicholas’ Church in
Carrickfergus; and the White House in Newtownabbey.
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I was pleased to visit the White House, although I
must say that [ have never heard the immortal and
pious memory of the glorious King William referred to
as the king of the campers before, but I suppose that
there is a first time for everything. Members may be
aware that the Loyal Orders are proposing the
development of a Williamite trail, and my Department
is keen to help them with that. I agree that the story
relates to a much wider area than Northern Ireland. As
I said when I visited the White House; King William
landing there is a European story.

As well as those attractions, there are golf courses
with some of the most spectacular views imaginable:
Whitehead, Cairndhu, and Larne Golf Club, which is
on [sland Magee.

I believe that it was Mr Ross who mentioned the
Lafarge application — I understand that the Minister of
the Environment is expecting a planning recommendation
for that in early 2009, and I hope that he will be able to
implement that as quickly as possible.

Several Members mentioned the Gobbins cliff path
restoration and new visitors’ centre. Larne Borough
Council has approached the Northern Ireland Tourist
Board for financial support in the region of £1-2
million for the restoration of the path and the
development of the new visitors’ centre. I understand
that Larne Borough Council has approached several
other organisations, and my Department will continue
to work with the Tourist Board and Larne Borough
Council to develop that, as I consider it to be a very
worthwhile project.

Mr Neeson referred to a proposed son et lumiére
event at Carrickfergus Castle. I understand that
Carrickfergus Borough Council is having ongoing
discussions about that with the Tourist Board; I urge
the council to continue those discussions so that a good
outcome can be achieved.

I had a strong interest in the issue of the walled
towns when | was Minister of the Environment. At that
time, I visited Carrickfergus and I recall that Mr
Hilditch had invited the Irish Walled Towns Network
to meet at Carrickfergus for the first time, so it was a
useful occasion. However, I believe that, although the
signature project sits in Londonderry with the walls
surrounding Derry city, Carrickfergus could make
more of its status as a walled town.

7.00 pm

As consumer spending power reduces, competition
will intensify between destinations. Therefore — more
than ever — we must ensure that a quality experience
is given to the consumer. The Northern Ireland Tourist
Board will be focusing its efforts on the development
of industry programmes to support the sector’s ability
to compete internationally. It will also support
development in four key product areas aligned to:

business tourism — Members may have noticed the
recent Business Tourism Expo; cities; culture and
heritage; and sports activities and waterways tourism.

There are already some great places to stay in East
Antrim, and Members have mentioned particular
accommodation. However, that aspect may need to be
considered in more detail, and perhaps we will be able
to do that — in conjunction with Members — in the
near future.

Recently, the Northern Ireland Tourist Board ran a
very successful campaign in the Republic of Ireland
which encouraged visitors to the island of Ireland to
consider a trip to Northern Ireland. The Causeway
coastal route in Antrim featured prominently in that
campaign, and feedback suggested that visitors were
very impressed by what they could see and do when
they reached Northern Ireland. Furthermore, the
Northern Ireland Tourist Board and Tourism Ireland
will continue to work together to organise press trips to
East Antrim, ensuring that the area remains on the
radar. Mention was made in today’s debate that both
organisations needed to up their game in that area, but
they are committed to continuing those press trips with
local and international journalists.

East Antrim can offer much towards growing the
number of visitors to Northern Ireland, and I look
forward very much to working with my Department’s
various partners to do that. Members have mentioned
that the matters under debate do not fall solely under
my Department’s remit, and that is very true. Those
considerations fall under the remit of several other
Departments, but DETI takes the lead on tourism.
There is good potential to grow the tourism industry in
East Antrim, and I hope to welcome many more
visitors to the area in the future. I thank the Member
for proposing this topic for debate.

Adjourned at 7.02 pm
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NORTHERN IRELAND
ASSEMBLY

Monday 20 October 2008

The Assembly met at 12 noon (Mr Deputy Speaker
[Mr Molloy] in the Chair).

Members observed two minutes’silence.

COMMITTEE BUSINESS

Public Authorities (Reform) Bill

Extension of Committee Stage

The Chairperson of the Committee for the Office
of the First Minister and deputy First Minister (Mr
Kennedy): I beg to move

That, in accordance with Standing Order 33(4), the period
referred to in Standing Order 33(2) be extended to 12 December

2008, in relation to the Committee Stage of the Public Authorities
(Reform) Bill (NIA Bill 19/07).

The Public Authorities (Reform) Bill passed its
Second Stage on 30 June and was referred to the
Committee for the Office of the First Minister and
deputy First Minister on the same day. The Bill seeks
to transfer the functions of the Fisheries Conservancy
Board to the Department of Culture, Arts and Leisure
and to abolish the Disability Living Allowance
Advisory Board for Northern Ireland. The Bill also
contains a number of repeals of primary legislation
relating to organisations that have been abolished,
including Enterprise Ulster, the Pig Production
Development Committee and Laganside Corporation.

The Bill forms part of the legislative programme to
implement the review of public administration. The
Committee for the Office of the First Minister and
deputy First Minister has considered the Bill on a
number of occasions and has agreed to write to the
Department requesting an amendment to the Bill. The
Committee seeks an extension until 12 December 2008
to allow the Department time to consider the Committee’s
proposed amendment. I ask Members for their support.

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 12 December
2008, in relation to the Committee Stage of the Public Authorities
(Reform) Bill (NIA Bill 19/07).

COMMITTEE BUSINESS

Report from the Committee for Social
Development on the Administration of
Disability Living Allowance

Mr Deputy Speaker: Owing to the unavoidable
absence of both the Chairperson and Deputy Chairperson
of the Social Development Committee, the Committee
has agreed that Miss Michelle Mcllveen will move the
motion on its behalf. The Speaker is content that the
Committee has reached an agreement about the revised
arrangement, and the motion may proceed.

The Business Committee has agreed to allow up to
two hours for the debate. The proposer of the motion
will have 10 minutes in which to propose and 10
minutes to make a winding-up speech, and all other
Members who are called to speak will have five minutes.

Miss Mcllveen: I beg to move

That this Assembly approves the Report of the Committee for
Social Development on the Administration of Disability Living
Allowance and calls on the Department for Social Development to
implement the recommendations.

I thank the Speaker for permitting me to propose the
motion on behalf of the Chairperson of the Committee
for Social Development.

Disability affects the lives of a large number of
people in Northern Ireland. The Northern Ireland
survey of people with activity limitations and
disabilities from July 2007 found that people in around
18% of households face limitations in their daily living
as a consequence of a disability or a long-term
condition. Disability living allowance (DLA) is a
tax-free, non-means-tested social-security benefit for
people under the age of 65 who have an illness or
disability and who need help getting around or help
with personal care.

DLA was introduced in 1992, in recognition of the
fact that existing benefits did not meet the needs of
some groups of disabled people. Today, around 170,000
people in Northern Ireland — roughly 10% of the
population — receive either the mobility or care
component, or both components, of the disability
living allowance. The two separate components of
DLA — mobility and care — can be assessed on
several different levels and can be combined to give 12
possible outcomes. Members will agree that that makes
for a complicated system for both claimants and the
Department, and the complexity increases further when
the self-assessment element of DLA is added.

Faced with limited information on the administration
of DLA, the Committee for Social Development
produced the report to initiate discussion, highlight
concerns and make recommendations for improvement.
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The report on the administration of DLA is centred
on different areas. I shall deal with information
collection first. While reviewing the administration of
DLA, the Committee found that the Department could
not provide information on the numbers and types of
disallowed or unsuccessful applications. The UK
Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) maintains
the Department’s information system. Apparently, that
system cannot be reconfigured for Northern Ireland,
and a local database is not maintained. On 1 July 2007,
the Appeals Service (Northern Ireland) introduced a
computer system that captures such information, and
the Committee could obtain information on DLA
appeals only from that date.

The Committee believes that accurate data on all
applications — successful, unsuccessful, appealed or
otherwise — are essential for the appropriate
management of DLA. Therefore, the Committee
recommends that the Department develop a cost-
effective information system to collect data on
disallowances and unsuccessful applicants who enter
the appeals process.

Members should consider the application process.
DLA claimants are faced with a lengthy 48-page
application form. Although work has been undertaken
to improve the form, the Committee believes that that
aspect of the application process can be an unnecessary
barrier for vulnerable claimants or those with limited
literacy and numeracy skills. The Committee recommends
that the application form undergo a further revision,
given the importance of the forms and the requirement
for some claims to be renewed regularly. Widespread
consultation should take place with key stakeholders
on a revised and simplified DLA application form.

I shall now talk about the decision-making process
for DLA applicants. Decision-makers have a difficult
task: they must consider the information provided and
apply complex rules to arrive at their assessment; and
they must work to achieve clearance-time targets. The
Committee recommends that the clearance-time target
be redefined for those cases in which more detailed
and time-consuming evidence is required.

As before, the Committee found it difficult to
comment at length on that aspect of the administration
of DLA because of the absence of detailed information.
The Committee recommends that the Department
invests in a cost-effective data-collection system for all
evidence sought by decision-makers to allow for
proper monitoring and analysis.

In respect of the decision-making process, the
Committee has reviewed the role of medical practitioners
and recommends that the Department reviews the
complexity and level of completion of the GP reports
used in DLA assessments. The Committee had further
concerns about the reports produced by examining

medical practitioners and whether those reports fairly
assessed the impact of a person’s disability on his or
her mobility or care needs. The Committee, therefore,
recommends that a survey be undertaken of all DLA
claimants who have undergone a medical examination.
Such a survey would establish the level of satisfaction and
would inform improvement of that aspect of the service.

Furthermore — and, again, with a view to informing
improvement — the Committee recommends that the
Department considers the appointment of senior
officials with adjudication experience to monitor the
accuracy of all DLA decision-making. The Committee
was also concerned with apparent anomalies in respect
of different periods of awards made to claimants
suffering, ostensibly, from the same disabilities. The
Committee recommends that the Department reviews
those inconsistencies.

The Committee also considered the DLA dispute
procedure. A surprisingly large number of applications
result in referral to the DLA dispute procedure. The
Committee believes that, in some cases, the process
can be unnecessarily lengthy. It is recommended that
the Department amends procedures to allow reconsidered
appeals to be processed in the same time frame as the
first appeal. In order to reduce the number of appeals,
it is recommended that the Department increases the
emphasis on evidence-gathering at the initial stages of
claims. Evidence should come from a wider variety of
sources, and better use should be made of medical
records. It is hoped that that will reduce the number of
appeals resolved as a result of the later acceptance of
additional evidence.

To further reduce the number of appeals, it is
recommended that the Department revises its procedures
and requires presenting officers to attend all appeal
tribunal hearings. That will ensure that lessons are learnt
and fed back. It is hoped that constructive feedback
from presenting officers will lead to fewer appeals, less
cost for the Department and, ultimately, less anxiety
for claimants. To improve confidence and transparency
in the appeals process, it is also recommended that the
president of the Appeals Service (Northern Ireland)
should have sufficient information to allow him oversight
of the entire DLA appeals process, including timely
information on appeals made.

As I said earlier, DLA is an important benefit for
many people in Northern Ireland, and the Committee
recognises the difficulties that the Department faces in
administering the benefit. It is the Committee’s hope
that the report’s recommendations will be helpful to
the Department and will assist in the improvement of
the administration of DLA in Northern Ireland. On
behalf of the Committee for Social Development, I
commend the report to the Assembly. I look forward to
hearing the views of Members and the Minister on the
Committee’s recommendations.
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Mr Brady: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. As Members are aware, most of the
legislation that comes before the Committee for Social
Development is parity legislation. If the Committee
cannot change the legislation, it can certainly consider
the effectiveness of its administration, and that forms
the thrust of the report.

As has been stated, DLA is a benefit that was
introduced in 1992, and it gives people with disabilities
the opportunity to fill out a self-assessment questionnaire
when completing the claim forms. In the beginning,
that approach worked reasonably well, but as the
benefit evolved, the Department’s administration of the
benefit became more inconsistent and more difficult
for claimants to understand.

12.15 pm

I am aware of a case that clearly highlights the
inconsistency of the Department’s adjudication
procedures. DLA was applied for in respect of two
children with Down’s syndrome — one child was
awarded the benefit for two years, and the other was
awarded it indefinitely. However, those children have
the same condition — one that they have to live with
for their entire lives.

The claim form, which has 48 pages and repeats
questions, is challenging. The Committee suggests that
the maintenance of parity would not be compromised
if a different claim form were used. The form could be
simplified and yet obtain the same information. It
should have a specific mental-health section to enable
claimants to explain their problems in detail.

The interpretation of medical evidence must be
greatly improved. Favourable GP reports about a
patient’s suitability for DLA are often ignored, but the
Department quotes less informative reports ad
nauseam. People here deserve a better service. The
Department must take account of the decisions of the
Office of the Social Security and Child Support
Commissioners in DLA cases. Commissioners decided
that the effect that a condition has on a claimant needs
to be considered, rather than the cause.

The Committee has made 13 recommendations, one
of which is a redefinition of clearance-time targets for
cases that require particular types of evidence or
further evidence. That would ensure that decisions are
both timely and correct. Another recommendation is
for the Department to examine whether claimants with
similar circumstances are awarded DLA for the same
length of time. The Committee recommends that the
Department appoint a senior official with adjudication
expertise to oversee all departmental decision-making.

The Committee recommends that presenting officers
should be present at every appeal tribunal hearing.
Indeed, Mr Maclynn, president of the Appeals Service,
subpoenaed the Department in an effort to ensure the

attendance of presenting officers. He felt that that
would give better definition to the appeals process, but
his plan was never implemented. In the area that I
represent, the appeals tribunal centre in Newry probably
deals with more appeals than any area outside Belfast.
However, the Department is represented at about only
36% of those appeals tribunals.

The Committee also recommends that the Department
supply the president of the Appeals Service with all
relevant information to grant him independent oversight
of the entire appeals process. In particular, the president
should be supplied with timely information on appeals.
Approximately 170,000 people here are in receipt of
DLA. Contrary to the bad publicity and innuendo, the
Department’s figures show that it has the lowest level
of fraud. Indeed, fewer than 0-01% of DLA claims are
fraudulent.

The report is detailed and comprehensive, and the
Committee should be praised for its compilation. The
Committee’s recommendations can only help to
alleviate the problems faced by people applying for
DLA, and those already in receipt of the benefit. I ask
the Assembly to approve the report. Go raibh mile
maith agat.

Mr A Maginness: | welcome the Committee for
Social Development’s report. It is a fine piece of work,
which I hope the Department and the Minister will
welcome as a useful contribution to the administration
of disability living allowance in Northern Ireland. The
report is well written and thorough, and it contains a
number of helpful recommendations.

I hope that some, if not all, of those recommendations
can be put to good use by the Department. Disability
living allowance is an important aspect of the social-
security system in Northern Ireland. It affects 170,000
people — a sizeable part of the population of Northern
Ireland — in some way or another.

The Committee’s report includes the basic observation
that the form is very long, repetitive and unnecessarily
complex. The Department should consider that
observation carefully. The Committee is wedded to the
concept of parity with regard to benefits, not with
regard to the administration of the system. I hope that
the Department takes on board the idea of reconfiguring
the application form and some of its questions so that
it meets the local circumstances of people in Northern
Ireland. We must be cognisant of, and sensitive to, the
reality that some applicants for benefit do not have
high literacy skills. It is important to show compassion
and an understanding of the difficulties that those
people face.

As Michelle Mcllveen — who spoke on behalf of
the Committee Chairperson — and other Members
said, it is important to consider the quality of evidence
that is provided to the Department for its decision-
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making when processing DLA. Poor-quality evidence
will result in poor decision-making. It is as simple as
that. The quality of the evidence must be improved,
and it must be ensured that the medical evidence that is
given is sufficient to meet the needs of the applicant as
well as the Department’s needs in assessing the
applicant’s circumstances. It is important that the
Department takes that on board also.

I wish to raise the issue of what I call the data gap.
There is a serious data failure in relation to DLA, and
that must be improved. Data must be collected in order
to understand more fully how the system works. That
will allow a better system to be put into operation.

It is important that all those points are taken on
board. There are anomalies in awards, and that must be
addressed. The Department must revisit many aspects
of the system. The report is helpful, and I hope that the
Department takes it on board.

Ms Lo: I thank the Committee, departmental staff
and those who submitted oral and written evidence
during the compilation of the report. The report
provides a good insight into the challenges of the
administration of disability living allowance. Many
people — almost one in 10 in Northern Ireland —
receive DLA. In 2007-08, on average, 2,000 fresh
DLA claims were made each month. On top of that,
almost 1,400 renewal applications, 1,000 supersession
requests, 800 reconsideration requests and 600 appeal
requests were made each month.

By all accounts, that is a large volume of work,
which also involves a complicated assessment process
that relies on judgment and interpretation of detailed
medical evidence, and includes, at times, medical
reports or examinations. All in all, the Social Security
Agency (SSA) staff do their job effectively, but efforts
must be made to achieve excellence and continuous
improvement.

The Committee’s report provides some learning
points for the Department. I support all the
recommendations; in particular, those relating to data
collection, the self-assessment claim form, gathering
evidence at the initial claim stage, and the need for
presenting officers to be at all appeal tribunals.

The report criticises the lack of data available to the
Committee about unsuccessful applicants and about
further evidence collected during the decision-making
process. Clearly, the Department must have that
information to evaluate and benchmark standards in
SSA practices.

The self-assessment form is the size of a book and is
not straightforward — it is particularly difficult for
people with literacy or mental-health problems. Also,
one can imagine how difficult it can be for people
whose first language is not English to plough through
all those pages. The Department recently promoted a

great strategy aimed at encouraging hard-to-reach groups
to claim their rightful benefit entitlements. Therefore,
obstacles, such as complicated forms, must not be put
in the way of those who are already vulnerable.

Many new claimants also seek help from advice
centres in their own communities. Sadly, the voluntary
sector faces a serious funding crisis caused by the loss
of peace funding, diminishing support from lottery
funding, shrinking neighbourhood-renewal support and
by the impact of the comprehensive spending review.
Many advice-worker posts have gone in those
communities, creating problems for people who want
help in completing the forms.

Figures in the Committee’s report reveal that over
the past few years, half of the appeals tribunal decisions
went in favour of the appellants. It is right that the
report recommends better evidence gathering at the
decision-making stage. It will ensure that more
comprehensive assessments are made, wrong decisions
are avoided, and delays, appeals and unnecessary costs
are minimised.

The Northern Ireland Audit Office report,
‘Decision-Making and Disability Living Allowance’,
acknowledged that the SSA intended that presenting
officers attend 100% of appeals hearings. However, the
Committee’s report showed that in Belfast in 2006 and
2007, for example, the attendance rate of presenting
officers was less than 30%. That is not good enough.

Mr Deputy Speaker: The Member must bring her
remarks to a close.

Ms Lo: The benefit of presenting officers attending
appeals is clearly stated in the Committee’s report,
which I urge the Department to consider carefully.

Mr Armstrong: The report’s key point can be found
in one sentence in the executive summary:
“It is vital that those who are entitled to Disability Living

Allowance get the correct award, for the correct period, without any
undue delay.”

If that is adhered to, the rest is straightforward.
12.30 pm

As has been stated, the report’s terms of reference
mean that it is solely concerned with the administration
of DLA and not with policy issues surrounding uptake
and fraud, among other things. There are many
genuine concerns about those matters, but they must
wait for another day.

Disability living allowance affects some of the most
vulnerable people in our society, and it is vital that we
strike a balance between creating a system whereby
claimants who are entitled to DLA actually receive their
entitlements and ensuring that those who are not
entitled to receive benefits are prevented from doing so.
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Like other MLAs, I have been contacted by many
constituents who have been bewildered by the
complexities involved in completing the relevant
forms. Therefore, I fully support the Committee’s
recommendations, as they are designed to improve the
administrative process and to ensure that it is made
less confusing for claimants. That should help to
alleviate the current situation whereby £190 million in
DLA is underpaid in the United Kingdom. That is
money to which people are entitled, and it should make
a real difference to the lives of vulnerable people and
their families.

I am mindful of the fact that Northern Ireland has a
higher ratio of people claiming DLA than the rest of
the United Kingdom. There may be sound reasons for
that, but the Department has a duty to investigate the
matter and to find out why that is the case and what
can be done about it.

In October 2007, it was announced that the number
of people claiming DLA in Northern Ireland was
increasing by 1,000 per month, and it had reached a
record high of 174,343 claimants, which amounts to
more than 10% of the population. The most common
reasons for claiming were arthritis, which accounted
for more than 30,000 claims, and heart disease, which
accounted for more than 11,000 claims.

There are very real public-health implications and
challenges arising from such figures, and those must
be recognised by the Health Minister’s commitment to
the public-health agenda. If we work together — and,
in many cases, that means people taking personal
responsibility for their health and well-being by stopping
smoking and by eating and drinking sensibly — we
should be able to improve the nation’s health, have a
better quality of life and reduce the number of people
who require DLA. That will benefit people’s health,
and it will also benefit taxpayers.

Mr Craig: I commend the report from the Committee
for Social Development on the administration of
disability living allowance.

The allowance was introduced in 1992 to incorporate
both attendance and mobility allowances, in recognition
that the needs of some groups were not being met.
Famously — or, indeed, infamously — it also introduced
the self-assessment form to allow more detailed
individual description of claimants’ disabilities. The
intention was to ensure that individuals with disabilities
receive the help that they deserve. However, 16 years
later, disability living allowance is causing consternation
not only to our constituents but to Members who, in
many instances, support individuals who have been let
down by the system.

When one considers the administration of the
allowance, some startling — if not obvious — issues
come to light. First, no data was being collected on the

numbers of unsuccessful claimants who entered the
appeals process, so we are all left wondering about the
accuracy of the system. If one was a sceptic, one could
almost jump to the conclusion that that had been done
deliberately. Secondly, the claim form is 48-pages
long, and it repeatedly requests the same information.
It is a form that would tax a university professor, never
mind the most vulnerable in our society who are meant
to fill it out. Again, if one was being sceptical, one
would wonder why the form is so complex.

During the decision-making process, civil servants
must apply complex rules and laws to the whole
application form. That forces them into further
consultation with the applicants, their GPs and other
agencies — even the agency’s medical practitioners.
The process goes on and on. When one considers the
application form and the consultation that has to take
place, it is surprising that anyone actually arrives at a
decision.

Furthermore, taking into account the complexity of
the decision-making process, it is not hard to see how
civil servants come under huge pressure to meet target
times, and how, perhaps, they do not find the right time
balance when it comes to the necessary consultation
with the experts.

All of those factors lead to a high level of
dissatisfaction, which, unfortunately, is not being
monitored but needs to be monitored in order to reflect
how good or bad the administration of the system
really is. There are also major issues around the time
taken to reassess disability cases. It is significant that
we are approaching the end of the three-year disability
and carers’ strategy. The Department must examine the
issue closely, because no one in the Committee wants
to go back to the random selection process that was in
place previously.

Another issue that stands out is the plight of
applicants who are turned down and who, sometimes,
have to go through a lengthy review of their cases. If
they enter into an appeals process, they suddenly find
themselves at the back of an ever-lengthening queue.
Everyone agrees that that is unacceptable, and that it
must be examined. A system that keeps applicants in
the existing queue must be developed, because people
who apply for DLA are at their most vulnerable when
they enter the process. They are under extreme stress,
not only with regard to their health, but with regard to
their ability to pay. That must be readdressed.

Given the failings that I have outlined, I support the
Committee’s report and I hope that its recommendations
will be implemented.

Mr F McCann: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. I am glad of the opportunity to speak at the
launch of the report today. It is crucial that the
Assembly is seen to be acting in support of the report’s
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recommendations. It is even more important that the

Minister for Social Development takes on board, and
acts on, the need for change in the administration of

disability living allowance.

I am sure that the Minister will appreciate that the
13 recommendations contained in the report will make
it easier for people to access a benefit, which, for
many, can offer the necessary lifeline to deal with the
problems that they face in everyday life.

Disability living allowance was introduced in 1992
to replace attendance allowance and mobility allowance,
which, it was felt, did not meet the needs of disabled
people with learning disability or visual impairment.

The self-assessment claim form for DLA was
supposed to make it easier for people to apply for the
benefit and simplify its administration. It is now
accepted by many in the advice and medical fields that
the form is complicated, and that it poses great difficulties
for people with literacy difficulties or mental-health
problems. People have told me that they believe that
the form is a minefield, and that it is deliberately
designed to put them off applying for DLA.

The administration process has also been a nightmare
for people because of its lengthy delays and contradictory
decisions. I was presented with an example of that
nightmare recently. Two families from the same area,
and in almost exactly similar circumstances, applied
for DLA but received different awards. That left them
feeling confused and angry, as no explanation was
given for the disparity.

DLA is meant to assist people who are not in a
position to help themselves, and to provide financial
respite for carers that can make their lives, and those of
their loved ones, a little bit easier. We must ensure that
that, and not the opposite, happens. In many ways, the
origins of the report lie in the evidence-based sessions
that were held by the Committee for Social Development
in the Long Gallery. During one session, Committee
members met several sets of parents who told
harrowing stories of their interaction with the system
of administration of DLA.

I commend all those carers who daily provide the
loving attention that their loved ones require. No
amount of resources can replace the love and
commitment that is needed to provide the help that is
demanded in such circumstances. I also commend the
officers and members of the Committee for Social
Development for their determination to publish the
report. I know that it has been difficult for them to
piece together the different parts of the jigsaw that
constitute the report. I particularly commend my
colleague Mickey Brady, whose lifetime knowledge
and experience in the advice sector allowed him to ask
the crucial questions at a key point in the inquiry.

A LeasCheann Comhairle, a broad wealth of
experience is available to the Minister and the
Department, of which they should avail themselves
when considering the recommendations. The ethos of
disability living allowance is to allow people to cope
with the problems that they face from a debilitating
illness or to receive the care and attention that is
required to live some kind of normal life. It is
incumbent on all Members to ensure that the report
does not sit gathering dust. We must ensure that the
recommendations are not only taken on board but
implemented. The Assembly must ensure that people
have confidence in the benefits system; that can be
done only when there is transparency and clarity.

Mr Paisley Jnr: | have followed the debate with
interest, and, like most Members, I agree with the
thrust of the report and the principle behind it — to
ensure that the right benefit goes to the right person at
the right time. It is important that that principle is
maintained when it comes to the expenditure of public
resources. However, it is also important to identify —
as the Committee for Social Development has quite
rightly done — the problems that Members, and,
indeed, the public, have encountered in the
administration of disability living allowance. Those
problems stem from differing interpretations of the
same policy. To get those interpretations right seems to
be a minefield. I hope that the Department can give
straightforward advice to departmental officials to
ensure that the same interpretation is always given so
that the confusion that has been identified by many
Members is completely eradicated.

I agree with what Members have said about the
form-filling process. If people arrive at my
constituency office with an application form for
disability living allowance, they have to make a
separate appointment and at least an hour and a half is
set aside in order to assist them with filling out that
application. That demonstrates the incredible
complexity of the questions asked on the application
form and the entire procedure.

I will focus on three of the report’s recommendations.
Recommendation 8 identifies the issue of
misinterpretation of policy. Most Members will have
personal experiences of cases when a GP has given
them specific evidence and an independent medical
adviser has given completely different evidence, yet
the finding is the same, in that the applicant usually
does not obtain the benefit in question. In most cases,
the balance appears to be that the Department agrees
with the findings of the independent medical
practitioner rather than those of the local GP. However,
I believe that a local GP understands a claimant
considerably better than does an independent
practitioner who examines that claimant for a few
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moments and then makes an assessment of his or her
ability to work. That matter must be considered urgently.

In my experience, the fact that a person goes
through the arduous process of making an application,
with all the trauma that that involves, and then takes
the further step of going through a tribunal process if
his or her initial claim is turned down, indicates that
that person is genuine and wants to follow the correct
process to claim an entitlement. Such people are made
to feel that they are being called liars because of
statements that they have made on their application
form, which is harrowing and must be addressed.

Recommendation 6 states that the Department
should carry out:
“a survey of all Disability Living Allowance claimants who have

undergone a medical assessment, to seek their views and establish a
level of satisfaction.”

A medical practitioner simply conducting a further
assessment or survey of what the applicant feels has
happened is not the way forward.

12.45 pm

It is important that an independent medical practitioner
surveys that work, because applicants are usually not
aware how important it is to provide the practitioner
with all the facts and evidence regarding their claims.
On many occasions, a medical practitioner will call
with an applicant for a quick meeting, without the
applicant realising how critical that first assessment is
to their overall hearing. Applicants must be made
aware of the critical importance of that first meeting. If
that meeting goes wrong, claimants face an uphill
struggle in trying to obtain a benefit to which, in many
instances, they are fully entitled. Further work must be
done to address that, and some serious training must be
provided.

In recommendation 12, the Committee recommends
that presenting officers be present at every appeal
tribunal hearing. The stats appear to show that
presenting officers are present for about only one third
of all cases. Presenting officers should attend tribunals
to make the case as to why a person is not receiving
benefit. However, there will be huge costs and,
ultimately a delay to appellants’ claims, if we are to
wait for a presenting officer to attend every time. That
issue must be examined quickly.

Mr Cobain: Like other Members, I thank the
Committee for its report. I join with other Members to
call on the Minister to implement the report’s
recommendations as quickly as possible.

People who qualify for disability living allowance
have severe physical and mental disabilities. It is of
paramount importance that we have an excellent
administration and adjudication process in place to

ensure that those people receive their claims in the
most efficient and effective way possible.

Unfortunately, many claimants do not get their correct
benefit entitlements immediately. It should also be
recognised that 50% of people who receive disability
living allowance are, in fact, in employment. In
Northern Ireland, false disability living allowance
claims are a reality. We must put in place a system that
ensures that those people who need help receive it
efficiently and those people who are not entitled to
benefits are removed from the system.

The administration of application and adjudication
processes is vital in attempting to deliver a fair system
for all. As Mr Paisley Jnr said, the process of applying
for disability living allowance is long, complex and
comes in several parts. It can take a considerable time
to complete the forms and to provide the correct
information. People practically need a degree to complete
the applications for disability living allowance. It is
vitally important that people provide the most relevant
and useful information in support of their claim, and
that that is handled in the most efficient and
appropriate way.

Members are aware that disability living allowance
can be a claimant’s passport to receiving other benefits
and, on occasion, to increasing the amounts of pension
credits, housing benefits and rate relief already
received. Therefore, it is important that claims be
handled and utilised properly.

In today’s financial climate of rising energy prices
and increasing consumer costs, it is crucial that we
help those people who are most vulnerable in society
to obtain the benefits to which they are entitled.
Additionally, it is crucial that that money not be
misappropriated. The Committee discovered that in
any modern Government Department, or even any
business, adequate monitoring and analysis of inputs
and data collected must be improved in order to inform
any future strategic decision-making process. That is a
crucial first step in improving the service. Unfortunately,
the Committee was impeded in its consideration of the
accuracy of the decision-making on claims, because
there was a considerable lack of relevant and reliable
data on the administration process.

Receiving disability living allowance can have an
extremely beneficial impact on people’s lives. On many
occasions, the Minister for Social Development has said
that it is important that people claim all the benefits to
which they are entitled as a passport out of poverty.

Additionally, benefits should not go to those who do
not qualify for them, because that costs everyone in
society — people must understand that. Therefore, the
Committee has recommended that the Department
implements a robust, efficient and effective system to
collect data on unsuccessful applicants and
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disallowances in the disputes process. It is also critically
important that the information that the Department
receives allows it to assess not only claimants’ medical
diagnoses, but the effect that they have on the level of
care that they require, their mobility and their ability to
engage with the world around them.

The self-assessment claim form was intended to
allow claimants to describe, in their own words, how
their disability affects their daily lives. However, the
Committee was concerned that, because the form is so
complex and repetitive, it is almost impossible for
some claimants — and some MLAs — to complete,
which could deter them from claiming altogether. We
must address that issue as quickly as possible.

The Committee acknowledges the concerns that
GPs expressed about their ability to give information
on the functional needs of patients and describe the
effect of patients’ symptoms on their care and mobility,
which is a key issue for disability living allowance.
The Committee recommends that the Department
consider the issue of GP reports, including standards of
completion, relevance of questions, the amount of
reliance placed on those reports by decision-makers,
and the fee paid for completion.

The Committee was not wholly convinced that there
was consistency in the way in which claimants with
similar needs are treated with respect to periods of
awards. It was also concerned that the Northern Ireland
Standards Committee has limited adjudication expertise.

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

Ms Ni Chuilin: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. I join other Members in paying tribute to
the work of the Committee staff, particularly the
Committee Clerk, in their preparation of the report. As
Fra McCann said, the Committee also benefited from
the experience that Mickey Brady brought from his
previous employment.

Anna Lo mentioned the statistic that two in five
households across the North contain one person with
limited mobility or a disability. We must examine the
causes of ill health and lack of mobility, which include
poverty and the impact of the conflict. Although it is
widely accepted that poverty and ill health are
interlinked, not all people who receive DLA are poor
or deprived.

As Members have said, the first purpose of the report
is to open discussions, which must be welcomed. As
all Members will know from their constituencies, the
application process for DLA has been a harrowing
experience for many people. As Jonathan Craig
outlined, if a claimant has an application turned down and
goes through an appeals process, he or she must go to
the end of another queue. By and large, those claimants
are in pain and are under pressure physically and

financially. That is one of the most unfair ways to deal
with the most vulnerable people in our communities.

The decision-making process requires attention. The
computer system that Members mentioned does not
hold data on those who were not successful in their
applications. Therefore, the Department does not have
a true picture or analysis of those who were refused
DLA. That problem is cited in the recommendations
and must be considered.

There are 13 recommendations, which are clear —
there are no recommendations in the report to which
anyone would take exception. The report is an
opportunity for the Committee and the Department to
devise measures that benefit people in need. I look
forward to hearing the Minister’s comments on that.
The problems in the administration of DLA can be
addressed quickly, and the benefits could be instant if
all the recommendations in the report, and more, were
adopted.

In my previous role as health spokesperson for Sinn
Féin, a common complaint that [ heard from GPs was
the role of their reports in the decision-making process
on DLA applications. As Mickey Brady pointed out,
the more detail that is provided on a patient’s
condition, the less likely it is that their claim will be
successful.

One imagines that the reverse would be the case.
GPs feel frustrated, because they can explain in
clinical and sometimes detailed terms what a person is
going through; however, there is little room to describe
how someone’s mobility is affected, which is a key
factor in making a decision on mobility and care.

In my constituency, one aspect that disturbed me
was the role of some of the medical examiners and
practitioners who visit people in their homes. Ian
Paisley Jnr is 100% right in what he said. People,
particularly older people, open the door, offer tea and
make a fuss of their visitors. That is like old people
years ago who cleaned the house because the home
help was coming. It is their cultural background, and
they do not realise that being able to go and put on the
kettle may limit them from receiving a benefit to
which they are entitled.

More than that — and, possibly, worse — people
with chronic depression, whose mobility is severely
disrupted, and who, genuinely, should be in receipt of
the benefit, were told to give themselves a shake. If a
medical examiner does not have the wherewithal,
compassion or empathy to understand a condition that
may qualify for award, that is disturbing. Given the
high level of mental-health illnesses, for all sorts of
reasons, I urge that the report and recommendations be
accepted, and ask Members for their support. Go raibh
mile maith agat.
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The Minister for Social Development (Ms Ritchie):
I welcome the work undertaken by the Chairperson
and members of the Committee for Social Development,
and the submission made by Miss Mcllveen on the
Committee’s behalf. The report manages to be concise
and comprehensive in those areas on which it is
focused, and contains a number of detailed
recommendations. I commend the Committee and
recognise its hard work in bringing forward the report.

At a time when all politicians are being criticised in
the context of the DUP-Sinn Féin stalemate and logjam
in the Executive, it is worth letting the public know
— and particularly worth reminding the media — that
a lot of good work goes on in this place. I know, too,
how much work the DSD Committee put into the
Charities Bill, and other legislation that I brought
forward to the Committee. The popular jibe about all
those politicians up there on the hill doing nothing, is,
therefore, inaccurate and unfair. I gently suggest to the
media that they could do more to challenge such a
perception, rather than feed it.

I am sure that all Members, and the Committee, will
appreciate that [ have had insufficient time in which to
do justice to the report’s recommendations by giving
them the careful consideration that they merit. I do not
intend, therefore, to respond in detail to all the
specifics in the report, but I will give it the
consideration that it deserves and respond to the
Committee in due course.

Nevertheless, [ want to say a few words on the issues
that are raised in the report. Members understand my
view on welfare entitlement: I am determined that
every person who is entitled to support under the
welfare system should receive all the support to which
they are entitled. That is, perhaps, particularly so in the
case of disability living allowance, where decisions on
entitlement impact on vulnerable people. That is why |
welcome the opportunity to debate the way forward on
the administration of disability living allowance.

I agree that it is vital that those who are responsible
for the administration of the process get things right.
Mindful of that, I have set challenging public service
agreement targets for disability living allowance in
respect of financial accuracy and claims clearance times.
It is also important to give credit where credit is due.

Let me quote from the recent Public Accounts
Committee’s report ‘Social Security Benefit Fraud and
Error’:

“The benefit system is inherently complex and the Committee
recognises the good work being done by Agency staff in delivering

services to customers, often under difficult and pressurised
circumstances.”

It is also worth noting that the level of fraud and error
is down substantially from previous years and

compares favourably with that of other institutions that
release money into the public domain.

1.00 pm

The Public Accounts Committee is absolutely
correct in recognising the complexity of the disability-
living-allowance process; a factor that has been
recognised by all Members who spoke in the debate.
That complexity has been recognised by other
independent commentators and the Committee’s report
acknowledges that very issue. That complexity is,
perhaps, best illustrated when Members consider that
there are 13 possible outcome decisions on every
single claim, which is unique in the benefit system.
Decisions can range from awards of both components
at the higher rate, which is around £113-75 each week,
to a refusal of benefit. Each outcome carries the same
appeal rights.

The system’s complexity is not cause for
complacency. It calls for action. Against that backdrop,
my Department has taken significant steps forward in
the administration of disability living allowance with
particular emphasis on delivering improvements in the
quality of work.

Mr A Maginness: The Minister talks about the
system’s complexity and its resultant anomalies. I want
to bring to her attention the fact that the Royal
National Institute of Blind People calls for partially
sighted people to be awarded DLA at the higher level
of mobility. Is the Minister aware of that? What action
will her Department take on the matter?

The Minister for Social Development: | thank Mr
Maginness for his intervention. I am well aware of the
lobby campaign by the Royal National Institute of
Blind People. In fact, I will meet the Secretary of State
for Work and Pensions in November 2008. I will raise
that very issue among other benefits matters and
discuss how they impact — in some cases,
detrimentally — on the people of Northern Ireland.

I will return to the issue about which I was speaking,
with particular reference to the system’s complexities
and the need to deliver improvements in the quality of
work. The indicator that is used to measure financial
accuracy is now 98-8%. That is an improvement of
5:3% since March 2005. At the same time, it is equally
important that people’s claims are processed promptly.
There has also been an enormous advance in that area
with claims now being processed within eight weeks,
compared with 15 weeks in 2003, which is a 50%
improvement. It is also worth noting that at the outset,
the DLA system experienced difficulty. That was
recognised in a report that was produced by the Public
Accounts Committee at Westminster in 1998. I
understand that significant improvements have been
made since then.
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The disability living allowance team underpins all
that work. It delivers over 60,000 transactions and
responds to almost a quarter of a million phone calls
each year. In such a scenario, some things will go
wrong. However, by and large, the team delivers well
and gets things right.

Mr Paisley Jnr: I am the first person to
acknowledge that the complexity of the DLA system is
a matter that officials must wrestle with. They do so
well in most circumstances. Anyone who has been
through the system and has seen how it works
understands those complexities.

However, a number of those complexities could be
set aside, almost automatically, if DLA were regulated
by way of medical conditions. For example, blindness,
epilepsy or ME could automatically attract one or both
of the components of DLA. That would save officials
from having to trawl through a complex application,
and, indeed, save the applicant from having to go
through that process, or an appeal process.

The Minister for Social Development: I will
reflect upon the Member’s submission and come back
to him directly.

Criticism is often made of the length and
complexity of the disability living allowance claim
form, and I cannot extract myself from that. As an
MLA in South Down, I am very conscious of the
complexity of the DLA application form and the
difficulties that many people encounter when trying to
complete it. That is why there are a range of services
out there through the advice service network and, of
course, constituency offices. As the Member for North
Antrim Mr Paisley Jnr said, considerable time has to
be set aside to assist people in understanding the type
of information that they should be providing in relation
to their medical condition, and how that impacts on
their ability to carry out certain functions.

I fully understand and share the concerns raised by
all Members. The current layout of the form is
designed to capture the information necessary to
determine the appropriate entitlement in accordance
with the existing legislative rules. Nevertheless, my
Department, in conjunction with our colleagues in the
Department for Work and Pensions, keeps that claim
form under continual review. In recent years,
significant improvements have been made that make it
easier to complete. The form now follows a logical
flow and tries to free people from having to read and
complete unnecessary questions. Some questions have
been removed or combined to reduce repetition for the
applicant, and there are more tick-box answers to
simplify completion and to get more relevant
information as early as possible in the claims process.
The current claim form has received a crystal mark
from the Plain English Campaign.

Nonetheless, I will be very happy to receive
suggestions from members of the Social Development
Committee, and other Members, on how that paperwork
might be further improved without losing its utility.
One of the reasons for that is that the vast majority of
applicants find themselves in very difficult circumstances.
I agree with Members: not only do applicants have to
contend with and endure their disability, but they may
have family members in the same household with a
disability, similar or otherwise. I like to think that my
officials, and all those involved in the process, are
compassionate and show support to people.

Mr Dallat: Does the Minister agree that for those
people who are disallowed and decide to make an
appeal, the tribunal itself is often a very harrowing
experience? Will she re-examine, in so far as she can,
the dreadful experience that people have to go through
at a tribunal, which very often ends in tears and the
inability to continue?

The Minister for Social Development: I am fully
aware of the appeals process, having participated in
appeals tribunals myself before becoming Minister. |
know how harrowing they are, not only for the
applicant, but, maybe, for the representative.
Notwithstanding that, appeals are not a matter for my
Department or me; that clearly lies with the First
Minister and deputy First Minister, because they hold
the ministerial responsibility for the appeals service. |
have taken the matter up with them before, and will do
SO again.

Mr McGlone: Will the Member give way?

The Minister for Social Development: I have little
time, but I will do so for my colleague.

Mr McGlone: Thank you very much, Minister.
Despite some improvement, people still find the
disability living allowance application form very
complex. The Minister and other Members will have
shared that experience, having filled in many forms on
behalf of people.

The tribunal and appeals services can be complicated,
but that is often due to the personalities involved as
opposed to any deficiency in their training. On a
positive note, I recognise some of the officials who are
here today, and I thank them, in particular for their
customer service. Despite the delays and difficulties
that some applicants experience, on contacting
individuals in customer services, some of whom are
here today, any problems are dealt with speedily and
efficiently.

The Minister for Social Development: | thank Mr
McGlone for his intervention, and I will ensure that his
good wishes and thanks are passed on to the officials
concerned.
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I recognise that the claim form can be daunting and
off-putting for some people and, therefore, assistance
with the completion of claim forms is available at local
social security jobs and benefits offices, or by phone
from the disability and carers services. Alongside that,
the voluntary advice sector in Northern Ireland
provides a similar claim form completion service. I am
aware that the forms are long and complex, but I am
heartened that Professor Eileen Evason, a well-known
commentator on social security matters, recently
remarked that people in Northern Ireland get more
help with completing forms than those in Britain.

I assure Members that my officials proactively
consult citizens advice bureaux, Advice NI, the Law
Centre and Disability Action, and they, based on their
knowledge of users’ experience, help to simplify the
application process. That approach provides a gateway
for key client groups, such as the disabled, to influence
the design and content not only of the disability living
allowance claim form but of current processes and new
initiatives.

Recently, I visited the disability and carers service,
which administers DLA. I was highly impressed by the
technology of document imaging and electronic
workflow management that is used to process claims.
That IT system is unique in the delivery of social security
benefits in Northern Ireland and in Great Britain, and it
has streamlined the claims process for disability living
allowance. I was also impressed by the attitude of staff
and management who take pride in making a difference
and helping those who are genuinely entitled to the
benefit. It is a great tribute to them that the results are
as good as they are, and I encourage the Committee to
accept the standing invitation to visit the disability and
carers service to see, at first hand, the administration of
disability living allowance.

I note the Committee’s concerns about the decision-
making and evidence-gathering process. Decisions on
entitlement involve a high degree of judgement and the
interpretation of detailed medical evidence. To facilitate
that, decision-makers are specifically trained on a
comprehensive 12-week programme. That training is
enhanced by the provision of medical education
awareness seminars, given by experienced medical
professionals, on complex disabilities, such as autism,
fibromyalgia and cancer. Full-time medical officers are
also on site to provide assistance to decision-makers
on any medical issues that arise during the processing
of claims.

To further support decision-makers, the detailed
medical guidance on a wide spectrum of disabilities
that is available online helps to identify the most
appropriate source of evidence. Further evidence is
obtained from a wide range of sources, such as general
practitioners, examining medical practitioners and

other healthcare professionals and, in cases involving
children, reports from schools.

I take seriously my responsibility to ensure that
those who are entitled to the benefit receive it. In
simple terms, disability living allowance is a benefit
paid to meet the additional costs associated with severe
disabilities. Many people must endure their disabilities
alone, without the support of family, and that can be an
extremely difficult, onerous and lonely life. Entitlement
is based on individual need rather than on the disability.
People with the same disability may have different
needs and are, consequently, entitled to different rates
of benefit.

Several Members mentioned anomalies in disability
living allowance. Mickey Brady outlined the case of
two children with Down’s syndrome. He should refer
any specific details about that case to me, so that a
further investigation might take place.

1.15 pm

Members referred to “almost” the same circumstances.
It is rare that a disability will impact on people in
exactly the same way. Benefit entitlement is based on
individual need and not paid by disability. Furthermore,
Members should be aware that periods of award are
subject to accuracy monitoring.

Over the past five years, service delivery has
improved, and a step change has occurred. However, |
assure Members that my officials and I will not
become complacent. [ welcome the debate, and the
Committee for Social Development’s constructive
contribution to it. I will write to individual Members
who have raised issues, and I will issue a formal
response to the Committee in due course. I look forward
to considering, in detail, the feasibility, financial costs
and operational implications of the recommendations,
in order to facilitate further improvements to the
administration of disability living allowance.

Miss Mcllveen: I am grateful for Members’
comments and for their participation in what has been
a frank debate. Many Members have first-hand
experience of helping constituents to complete DLA
application forms and of supporting constituents
during the appeals process. We have all experienced
similar problems, and it is evident that issues must be
addressed. I thank the Minister for attending the debate
and for her positive comments.

Disability affects a large number of people in Northern
Ireland. Therefore, whether they are eligible for DLA
— an important benefit — can have a huge impact on
their lives. As the Minister stated, the Committee for
Social Development is very busy, but it is committed
to improving the administration of DLA. In order to
facilitate that improvement, the report has made a number
of recommendations, which have been debated.
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As Mr Brady correctly stated, the Committee cannot
readily change parity legislation, and it does not propose
to do so. The report aims to improve administration of
DLA and to achieve excellence in that process. As the
Minister said, Mr Brady expressed concerns about
inconsistencies in the adjudication system and cited the
example of two children with Down’s syndrome.
Furthermore, he highlighted the necessity of using
presiding officers.

Mr Maginness stated the importance of presenting
quality evidence to the decision-maker to ensure that it
reflects applicants’ circumstances. He highlighted, as
did Ms Lo, Mr Craig, Mr Paisley Jnr and others, the
need for a new and simpler application form that can
meet community needs. Mr Maginness indicated that
such a change would not signify a break with parity.

Ms Lo, rightly, commended the SSA. The report
was not intended to criticise its staff; rather, its
intention was to highlight the challenges that they face.
She outlined the importance of reaching hard-to-reach
groups against the backdrop of reducing funding for
neighbourhood renewal, peace projects, and so on.

Mr Armstrong referred to the high number of DLA
claimants in Northern Ireland and offered suggestions
on how personal actions can reduce the burden placed
on the state by benefits such as DLA.

Mr Craig outlined the difficulties that the complex,
bureaucratic process causes for claimants and staff. He
remarked on the absence of satisfaction-monitoring
and warned of the adverse impact of random
reassessment of DLA cases when the disability and
carers strategy ends.

Fra McCann highlighted the injustice of inconsistent
judgements and commented on the absence of
information. Moreover, he outlined the importance of
the role of carers and indicated that DLA administration
must be improved in order to reduce pressure on those
individuals. All Members will have experienced that
issue in their constituencies.

Mr Paisley Jnr highlighted the difficulties of
interpreting medical evidence — a concern that we heard
throughout today’s debate. He also recommended that
an independent medical advisor should be appointed to
help and to provide advice to claimants. Mr Cobain
— who is no longer in the Chamber — suggested that
DLA can play a positive role by lifting claimants out
of poverty. He also highlighted the importance of
considering the impact that DLA has on the mobility
and care needs of claimants.

Ms Ni Chuilin raised concerns about the use of GP
reports in DLA assessments and about examining
practitioners.

I now turn to the comments that were made by the
Minister, and I thank her for those, particularly as she
commended the Committee for its work on the report
and on the volume of work that it undertook over the
past year. I welcome the fact that she said that she will
respond to our report, and I look forward to a very
positive outcome.

The Committee welcomes the Minister’s remarks in
relation to tough public service agreement targets on
accuracy for DLA and other benefits. It is telling that
the Minister has personal experience of the system’s
difficulties, and she said that she will strive to make it
better, so that some of the current complexities are
avoided. The Minister also asserted that the Department
is not complacent; we hope that that is the case.

We appreciate that the Department has been reviewing
the application form, but further improvement is required.
The Committee might accept the Minister’s invitation
be involved in a further review of the claim form. We
welcome the Minister’s acceptance that individuals
find tribunals harrowing, and we are interested to learn
of the additional efforts that are being made in
Northern Ireland to help claimants to complete the
forms and, thereby, avoid going before those tribunals.
The Committee will be pleased to consider the
Minister’s invitation to review the improved IT
systems that will streamline DLA claims.

On behalf of the Committee for Social Development,
I thank all Members who contributed to this important
debate. In producing the report, I assure the House that
it was the Committee’s intention to provide helpful
direction to the Department concerning the improvement
of the administration of disability living allowance. 1
trust that the Minister will, therefore, take proper
account of the Committee’s recommendations, and I
look forward to receiving a detailed response from her
in relation to the ways in which the Committee’s
recommendations will be addressed. I commend the
motion to the House.

Question put and agreed to.

Resolved:

That this Assembly approves the Report of the Committee for
Social Development on the Administration of Disability Living
Allowance and calls on the Department for Social Development to
implement the recommendations.
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Mr Deputy 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
wish to speak will have five minutes. One amendment
has been selected and published on the Marshalled
List. The proposer of the amendment will have 10
minutes in which to propose and five minutes in which
to make a winding-up speech.

Mr Adams: [ beg to move

That this Assembly calls for an inter-departmental, multi-
disciplinary strategy, informed by the Patten report and the Criminal
Justice Review report 2000, to include proposals on alcohol-related
crime and prolific offenders, aimed at reducing harm and promoting
safety in local communities, to be led by the First Minister and
deputy First Minister.

Maith thu, a LeasCheann Comhairle. T4 mé ag
labhairt i bhfabhar an rtin, n6 creidim gur abhar
an-tabhachtach ¢ seo. Caithfidh mé a ra go bhfuil
cruinniu agam leis an Aire Gregory Campbell i rith na
diospoireachta, agus mar sin go mbeidh orm imeacht
roimh dheireadh na diospdireachta. Ba mhaith liom a
r4 anois go bhfuil brén orm faoi sin.

I have a meeting this afternoon with the Minister of
Culture, Arts and Leisure, Gregory Campbell, and it
might coincide with this debate, so excuse me if that is
the case, a LeasCheann Combhairle.

I wish to deal with the amendment from the
Member for East Belfast Ms Purvis. The motion is
about an interdepartmental, multidisciplinary strategy.
The amendment provides some detail of that strategy,
but it is not at variance with the motion. In order to
achieve consensus on the issue, and because I agree
with the thrust of the amendment, I tried to propose a
composite motion that included some of the
amendment’s content.

However, by the time that I saw that amendment,
we had missed the deadline. Therefore, I ask the
Assembly to support the motion, rather than the
amendment, if only because the motion deals with the
Criminal Justice Review 2000, and I have explained
that to the Member who proposed the amendment.

We all recognise the fact that community safety is
one of the most important and pressing matters that our
society faces. There are problems with antisocial and
criminal behaviour, assaults on young women, car
hijackings by thugs, elderly people being terrorised in
their homes, citizens being badly beaten — some to
death — and citizens being stabbed or murdered.

Every citizen has a right to a safe environment, and
the Assembly has an obligation to create such an
environment. Ach, a LeasCheann Comhairle, nil muid
a dhéanamh sin. However, we are failing to create such
an environment.

We have the potential and the ability to legislate
better and more effectively on such matters than any
British direct rule Minister. Moreover, we have the
right to do so, and I believe that the confidence exists
among the public for us to do so.

Next Monday, the NIO will publish a community
safety strategy for consultation, yet, today, we are
discussing the need for a community safety strategy.
An agency that is outside the Assembly’s scrutiny and
influence will produce a strategy that no Member will
have seen. It is not as though the political parties here
do not have opinions about community safety. Quite
rightly, all parties have an opinion and, quite rightly,
they made those opinions and ideas known to the
Independent Commission on Policing, which emerged
as a consequence of the Good Friday Agreement.

The ‘Criminal Justice Review Implementation Plan’
of November 2001 discussed community safety,
stating:

“On devolution, we recommend that the Community Safety Unit
be located within the Office of the First Minister and Deputy First
Minister ... steps should be taken through central machinery to

ensure that community safety is addressed on a co-ordinated,
inter-departmental basis.”

During negotiations to amend policing legislation,
Sinn Féin successfully persuaded the British Govern-
ment to ensure that policing in the community is a
statutory requirement for all police officers. In addition,
the Patten Report envisaged that district policing
partnerships (DPPs) would exercise responsibility for
community safety. Currently, DPPs do not have the
opportunity to direct such resources. Instead, interim
arrangements have been made for community safety
partnerships, and a budget has been allocated for that
by the NIO.

Interestingly, Criminal Justice Inspection (CJINI)
examined those arrangements and found them to be
ineffective. Therefore, this is not just a matter of
institutional reform. The Assembly must concern itself
with putting arrangements in place to promote
community safety. Is it doing what the public expects
or requires of it?

For example, there is widespread concern about the
link between alcohol use and crime against the person. In
addition, drinking in public places is a major issue, and
that is compounded by the fact that the regulation of
drinking in public places is primarily a local government
matter. The PSNI says that it cannot arrest people for
breaking the relevant by-laws. Instead, it refers any
breaches to local councils for further action, and it is up
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to the councils to bring such matters before the courts.
Is rud millteanach amaideach é; nil ciall ar bith ann.

If Members have any sense of what goes on at
district policing partnership meetings, it is apparent
that people from local communities want the problem
to be effectively tackled. In public parks, public places
and play spaces, every citizen should be able to relax
and enjoy themselves in safety. In addition, there is a
problem with the sale of alcohol to underage people
and with prolific offenders who repeatedly harm
others. Yet, at this time, no Member can bring forward
legislation to deal with such matters, and many local
communities are distraught at the inability of the
criminal justice system and statutory bodies to contend
with prolific offenders. Many communities also feel
that there are inconsistencies in the application of police
and court bail.

1.30 pm

The introduction of legislation is crucial to tackling
those matters. However, some important steps can be
taken now. One such example is the intervention
project in the upper Springfield area of West Belfast.
That project has led to the creation of an upper
Springfield safer neighbourhood forum — an idea that
has been extended to all parts of West Belfast,
including the Shankill area. Such schemes represent a
new type of partnership between local communities
and the statutory sector, and can be developed further.

For decades, some of those local communities have
developed and promoted policies to eradicate poverty
and to deal with poor health, low educational
achievement, and the lack of community resources.
That work is ongoing, because crime — particularly
antisocial behaviour — does not occur in a vacuum.
Some such young people feel alienated and have low
self-esteem; some have parenting and other family
difficulties; most are unemployed; and I believe that
50% of young people who are currently detained are
from an institutional-care background.

We have a duty to examine and correct those
dimensions of the problem. Social justice and the rights
of citizens demand that. It also makes good sense in
the battle against crime. | appreciate the efforts of
those involved in that pioneering work, and I foresee
many possibilities emerging from those engagements.

I commend community programmes such as
community restorative justice and Greater Shankill
Alternatives, which have already broken new ground
in their field. There are other schemes, such as community
courts, which are in use in Liverpool, that could have a
role to play here, as could some of the innovative ideas
emerging from the joint-policing committees in Dublin
and elsewhere throughout the island.

Therefore, I commend the motion to the Assembly.
This is an opportune time for the development of an

interdepartmental multidisciplinary strategy aimed at
reducing harm and promoting safety in local
communities. Even if we had a justice Department, the
cross-departmental and multi-agency focus required by
such a strategy could best be taken forward through the
Office of the First Minister and deputy First Minister.

Ta seanfhocal ann 6 thaobh an abhair seo: ceart
dom, ceart duit. Caithfimid a bheith dbalta pobal
sabhailte a chruthi, agus creidim go dtiocfaidh linn
féin sin a dhéanamh. Go raibh mile maith agat, a
LeasCheann Combhairle.

Ms Purvis: [ beg to move the following
amendment: Leave out all after “Assembly” and insert

“recognises that offending and anti-social behaviour is often the
result of unmet, complex social, educational and health needs; and
calls for an inter-departmental, cross-sectional strategy, led by the
First Minister and deputy First Minister, that ensures safer
communities by addressing issues of poverty, poor health, low
educational achievement and lack of community and public
resources.”

The issues of community safety and antisocial
behaviour have been recurring themes in the business
of the Assembly. Despite extensive debate and police
reports of Northern Ireland crime levels as among the
lowest in the UK and of declining incidents of alcohol-
related crime, such issues remain dominant topics on
the radio, and in our newspapers and constituency
offices. Therefore, we are clearly not doing enough to
fully understand and address those issues.

When I first read the motion, I had mixed reactions.
On the one hand, I agree with the proposers that
reducing harm and promoting safety in local
communities is a critical issue. I see and hear that
every day from constituents who are worried about
perceived rising rates of crime and what they see as a
deterioration of behaviour among some of our young
people.

I also agree that further action on alcohol-related
crime is necessary. We know that alcohol use among
young people is disturbingly on the rise and that it is
often a factor in incidents of abuse and disruptive
behaviour.

The issue of prolific offenders also deserves specific
consideration. Often, one or two individuals are
regularly involved in problematic behaviour and serve
as ringleaders — encouraging others to join in.

Those are, undoubtedly, complex problems that will
be effectively addressed only by an interdepartmental,
multidisciplinary strategy. The Assembly has recognised
consistently that many of the challenges that we face
must be approached with a comprehensive perspective
that takes full account of the entire picture and involves
all relevant stakeholders and Departments.

Societal problems do not present themselves so
conveniently that they fit neatly into one ministerial
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portfolio and one budget. I, therefore, agree with the
element of the motion that states that an
interdepartmental, cross-sectoral strategy, led by the
First Minister and deputy First Minister, is necessary
to deal with the complex issues affecting community
security. However, I do not agree with the manner in
which the motion recommends that such problems will
be approached. To invoke the Patten Report and the
report of the Criminal Justice Review assumes that it is
best to approach problematic behaviour punitively,
when, in fact, we know that that has severe limitations.

To suggest that the application of policing and
criminal justice holds the key to dealing with destructive
behaviours that are affecting our communities is akin
to applying a plaster to a gaping wound: it may stop
the bleeding in one small area for a few minutes, but it
will not solve the problems. Such an approach
criminalises problems that are not based in criminality.
I accept that the proposer of the motion, Gerry Adams,
tried to address those issues in his contribution, but it
is not explicit in the wording of the motion.

Antisocial, abusive and disruptive behaviour are, in
most cases, the result of complex, unmet needs. That is
particularly true when the behaviour is repeated, creating
prolific offenders, who enter the criminal justice
system as juveniles and remain there for life. Punitive
measures may make us feel good in the moment, and
they might teach the offender a lesson, but, because
they do not deal with the causes of antisocial — or
even criminal — behaviour at their source, they solve
little. Furthermore, they are expensive. If an encounter
with the police or a spell in custody is what we are
offering as solutions to complex societal problems, we
are failing our children and young people.

The challenges of what we are calling “antisocial
behaviour” are not limited to one area, neighbourhood
or community in Northern Ireland; they are an issue
for our society.

The amendment in my name attempts to address the
source of the problems that lead to destructive
behaviours, stating that the Assembly should call for:

“an inter-departmental, cross-sectional strategy, led by the First
Minister and deputy First Minister, that ensures safer communities

by addressing issues of poverty, poor health, low educational
achievement and lack of community and public resources.”

Those are the issues that are, typically, at the heart of
the problems that we are trying to address. Only by
applying a strategy of prevention and diversion will we
remove and address the failures that lead to offending
and antisocial behaviour.

The profile of the majority of young offenders who
are in custody is similar. Most of them have familial
problems, come from poverty or from disadvantaged
backgrounds, have low educational attainment, and a
lack of confidence and self-esteem. What are we doing

to our society when those young people feel safer and
more comfortable when they are in an institution?
There is something seriously wrong.

We must look at alternatives and examine any
options that will help to provide young offenders with
the chance to understand the impact of their behaviour.
Furthermore, we must support communities and
individual victims of crime. It is imperative that the
behaviour is addressed, and it is important that the
issue is dealt with holistically.

Alcohol use among young people is rising. The
reason for that increase is not merely because alcohol
is available in all colours of the rainbow or is cheaper
to buy than a bottle of milk — though it is easy to
point at those factors — rather, it is because children
and young people choose to drink alcohol, which they
will obtain by whatever means necessary. That is why [
said that the issue must be dealt with holistically. To
take alcohol from young people and pour it down the
drain will not work; they will go out and buy more
when they get the money.

The amendment is not a licence for criminal,
abusive or antisocial behaviour; nor is it an attempt to
excuse, forgive or ignore such behaviour. However, the
Assembly must recognise that we will not make our
communities or our young people feel safer simply by
punishing them.

The amendment will drive policy that is based on a
holistic understanding of the reasons and causes
behind destructive behaviours so that we can address
them effectively and earlier, when it is easier and more
affordable to do so.

Any approach that we take will be less expensive
than sending a sizeable proportion of our youth through
the criminal justice system, most likely for life.

Mr McCausland: Many polls have been carried out
on issues that are a priority for people in our
communities, and one issue that appears at the top of
the list, time and time again — particularly in surveys
carried out by district policing partnerships and the
Police Service of Northern Ireland — is antisocial
behaviour and attacks on people and property. Not
only is it the top priority for members of the public but
a recent Assembly question for written answer
highlighted the fact that there are many violent attacks
on hospital staff, which is another example of
unacceptable and antisocial behaviour. Across the
board, antisocial behaviour is recognised as the top
priority for most people.

Why do we have problems associated with
antisocial, violent and unacceptable behaviour? The
motion is correct in recognising that a range of factors,
rather than a single one, contributes to such behaviour.
Community cohesion has broken down, and there is a
lack of respect and regard for others; there are also
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societal issues. The media glamorises alcohol-fuelled
behaviour as though it were perfectly acceptable and
normal, and is something that all young people do.
Therefore, it is not surprising that other young people
pick up on that behaviour.

Family breakdown is also an issue. We must
consider how we can support and strengthen the family
unit, because strong families will create a much more
stable, strong and coherent society.

We must also recognise human rights issues.
Measures have been introduced to tackle some aspects
of the problem of antisocial behaviour, but they have
run into conflict with the human rights lobby. There
was a bizarre situation in which legislation was being
introduced to regularise the process of using test
purchases in off-licences to try to detect those that
were selling alcohol to underage people. The Human
Rights Commission told us that it was a breach of the
human rights of young people; however, the
commission give no thought to the human rights of the
people who are affected by alcohol-fuelled antisocial
behaviour. A whole range of factors is involved —
societal, family, community and the bizarre human
rights arguments.

There is also the legacy of violence. For years,
young people in some communities were taught that it
was right to riot; rioting was turned on and off for
political ends. As a result, those young people got the
message that it is perfectly all right to riot as they had
been taught to do so, year after year. However, having
turned on the rioting, it has become difficult for some
communities to turn it off. That rioting is not always
directed towards the police or the Army; it is quite
often directed towards people in their own communities.

Any response to the situation must be multidisciplinary
and interdepartmental. The Department for Social
Development must play a role in introducing legislation.
I have already pointed out that much unacceptable
behaviour is alcohol-fuelled. People have been
battered to death by young people roaming around at
night in a state of intoxication. Legislation on alcohol
is a matter for the Department for Social Development.

The Department of Education has responsibility for
the Youth Service and citizenship in schools; the
Department of Health, Social Services and Public
Safety has a role to ensure public safety; and one could
list various responsibilities for other Departments. The
motion is correct in calling for an interdepartmental
and multidisciplinary approach.

Several good community safety initiatives exist, and
there are also good examples of diversionary projects
that encourage young people towards better behaviour
and other activities.

My final point relates to the reference to the 2000
‘Review of the Criminal Justice System in Northern

Ireland’ in the motion, which I do not want to allow to
pass unnoticed.

The motion proposes that an interdepartmental,
multidisciplinary strategy be informed by the Criminal
Justice Review report. However, some areas of that
review give me cause for concern, particularly the
proposal to replace the district policing partnerships
with community safety and policing partnerships. My
issue is not with the principle of DPPs having more
responsibility; rather, it is with the manner in which the
matter would be dealt. There are already major concerns
about DPPs; if their responsibilities were increased, so,
too, would the number of concerns about them.

1.45 pm

Mr Kennedy: The wording of the motion lacks the
clear definition that is needed to give it practical
meaning. Although it refers to an interdepartmental,
multidisciplinary strategy, it does nothing to define
what Departments and disciplines would be involved. I
fear that without that sharpness of definition, the
motion is in danger of becoming a mere platitude. Of
course, we are used to hearing platitudes from Sinn
Féin Members; they are full of words, but strangely
bereft of hard-headed, practical common sense.

The sponsors of this motion refer specifically —

Mr A Maskey: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. Does the Member ever consult his
colleagues on the Policing Board, who might give him
a perspective entirely different from the very shallow
one that he has just outlined?

Mr Kennedy: I will address all those issues shortly.

The proposers of the motion refer to the Patten
Report. I must remind them that the Patten Report
specifically says:

“policing with the community should be the core function of the
police service and the core function of every police station ... every
neighbourhood (or rural area) should have a dedicated policing
team with lead responsibility for policing its area ... members of the
policing team should serve at least three and preferably five years in
the same neighbourhood”.

Another recommendation is:

“neighbourhood policing teams be empowered to determine
their own local priorities and set their own objectives, within the
overall Annual Policing Plan and in consultation with community
representatives.”

Notice the importance of the PSNI in those
recommendations. The Patten Report clearly
emphasises the primacy and centrality of the PSNI in
any neighbourhood policing strategy. It would,
therefore, have been appropriate for the motion to refer
to the PSNI, considering its overwhelming leadership
role in the delivery of any strategy. Moreover, until
policing and justice powers are devolved to the
Assembly, if ever, it is premature for the Assembly to
debate justice-focused measures. Until those powers
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reside with the Assembly — and while policing
matters affect the constituents of every Member — the
implementation of any policing strategy will still
involve bodies that are outside the Assembly’s control.

It is not as if we do not have plenty of other matters
to discuss. People expect us to deal with measures that
will help them to survive the credit crunch and the
world economic downturn. In fact, they expect us not
only to talk, but to do. Sinn Féin proposes a motion
that mentions co-ordination and interdepartmental and
multidisciplinary strategies, while preventing the one
main co-ordinating body of the Assembly — the
Executive Committee — from meeting. That seems to
me, and to the public whom I represent, to be mere
political humbug.

In this motion, Sinn Féin calls for the strategy to be
led by the First Minister and deputy First Minister.
That is laughable, given that the two Ministers cannot
even meet to organise an Executive meeting, despite
the massive backlog of Assembly papers. The
Assembly has become a byword for non-activity. As a
consequence, the Assembly is in a complete shambles.
It has an Executive who do not meet and an Education
Minister who has brought the education system to the
point of meltdown. No decisions have been made on
the national stadium or PPS 14.

We have a Minister of the Environment who does
not appear to understand the basics of the road-tax and
MOT system that he administers. In the midst of the
shambles, we are confronted with the sheer cheek of a
Sinn Féin’s motion that calls for action from the Executive
and the First Minister and deputy First Minister. That
is the same Executive that Sinn Féin is preventing
from meeting — one just could not make it up.

(Mr Speaker in the Chair)

Mr Attwood: I do not intend to address the points
that Mr Kennedy raised. However, what he said has
much currency, and many people will agree with him.
Despite our political difficulties, I will try to position
the issue to respond best to the needs of the community.

In doing so, I will have to name one of the elephants
in the room, or rather the Assembly, which is that
although nobody can seriously dispute the need for an
interdisciplinary, multi-departmental approach to
community and social issues, a common feature of all
recent cases of public concern in this part of the world
is the administration of criminal justice. A concern
about all those cases — whether they relate to
kidnapping and bank-robbing, knife deaths or attacks
on old women — is the conduct and management of
the Public Prosecution Service in Northern Ireland.

Members of the Policing Board can call the police
to account. However, even if policing and justice
powers are devolved, we will not be able to call the
Director of the Public Prosecution Service and his

office to account on why cases are pursued despite a
lack of evidence; why cases collapse without reasons
being given; and why plea bargains are entered into
when the entire community thinks that the loudest
message should be sent out about issues such as knife
crime. [ want to address that elephant in the Chamber.

The Office of the First Minister and deputy First
Minister (OFMDFM) may or may not get its act
together, and there may or may not be an
interdepartmental strategy to deal with such matters.
However, unless changes are made, public confidence
in the Public Prosecution Service will not reach the
level of confidence that is beginning to be achieved in
policing and in the Police Ombudsman. I acknowledge
Gerry Adams’s reference to the report from 2000,
‘Review of the Criminal Justice System in Northern
Ireland’, on the future administration of criminal
justice. However, the SDLP feels that that report does
not go far enough. If public confidence is to be built, a
fundamental reassessment of the Public Prosecution
Service is required in order to make it fit for purpose
and accountable to the community that it serves.

The SDLP believes that an OFMDFM-led initiative
must include a sentencing guidelines council. There is
such a council in England, in which a wide range of
people advises the judiciary on sentencing practice in
cases of public concern. The Public Prosecution
Service needs a management board a la Patten and the
Policing Board — one that does not interfere with its
operational responsibility but that calls it to account on
how it is funded, is managed and makes decisions,
especially in cases of public concern. Just like our
policing arrangements, the Public Prosecution Service
needs an independent complaints mechanism so that
any families that have problems with how their cases
were managed by the Public Prosecution Service, and
how those cases ended in disrepute, have a basis —

Mr Speaker: Order. I have listened to the debate,
and Members must try to stick to the motion and the
business that is on the Floor of the House. I am
listening carefully to Members, some of whom have
gone outside the remit of the motion.

Mr Attwood: Thank you, Mr Speaker. The motion
calls for the inclusion of proposals that are:

“aimed at reducing harm and promoting safety in local
communities”.

If we do not deal with the way in which one of the
primary criminal justice agencies in Northern Ireland,
which is responsible for reducing harm and promoting
safety in local communities, conducts its affairs and
does or does not prosecute individuals in this state, we
are missing a serious point. Therefore, although I take
note of what you have said, Mr Speaker, I certainly am
speaking to the motion.
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Mr Speaker: Order. The Member must be careful.
He has almost reached the point where he is
challenging the authority of the Speaker. He must be
very, very careful.

Mr Attwood: I am not challenging your authority or
your ruling. My comments are consistent with what
you outlined to the Chamber. I assume that [ have an
additional minute in which to speak.

In addition to dealing with that matter on a
multidisciplinary —

Mr Speaker: Order. The Member’s time is up. I ask
the Member to take his seat.

Mr McCarthy: The Alliance Party welcomes the
motion and supports it as it stands. Although we
recognise the merit of the amendment, we oppose it,
because we do not view it as being in line with the
spirit of the motion.

The Alliance Party will always argue against any
attempt to distinguish between the content of a motion
such as this one and the reality of ongoing paramilitary
activity, including murals and the territorial marking of
property. The Assembly should support the motion in
order to prove its disgust at, for instance, last week’s
arms find and to condemn completely ongoing so-called
loyalist paramilitary activity and so-called dissident
republican activity. Therefore, the unionist parties
should support the motion as it stands. We can agree on
a motion that focuses on causes on another occasion.

What should the Assembly say about the symptoms
of paramilitary behaviour? Much greater clarity is
needed on the recent arms find, and it must be
understood that, whether UVF-related or otherwise, it
proves that so-called loyalists cannot put weapons
beyond use on their own terms. That process must be
completed in the presence of independent observers.

Furthermore, devolution of policing and justice
would better enable a joined-up approach to those
issues, as all the relevant agencies would come under
the ultimate authority of the Northern Ireland
Executive. Of course, that would only apply if the
Northern Ireland Executive ever get down to meeting.

Mr Speaker: Order. The motion is wide-ranging,
but all sides of the House and the Member must try to
address it.

Mr McCarthy: Mr Speaker, [ will do my best to
yield to your command.

Issues such as access to alcohol in supermarkets —
you see, | am getting to the point — /Laughter.] —
where it can be bought in bulk more cheaply than
water, and illegal drugs on the streets must be tackled.
The latter of those issues must not progress to the
problem of harder drugs, which blights cities such as
Dublin and Glasgow. Many experts point out that hard

drugs are responsible for the higher crime rates in
those cities compared with those in Belfast and the rest
of Northern Ireland.

Although it is reasonable to talk about rationalising
community safety partnerships and district policing
partnerships, the motion shows that their work must be
properly funded. I pay tribute to all the work that is
carried out by the local community safety partnerships
and district policing partnerships in all the localities in
Northern Ireland.

We cannot run away from the issue of paramilitarism
and so-called dissident activity; unfortunately, it hasn’t
gone away you know.

2.00 pm

Policing and justice powers must also be devolved
to a functioning Executive sooner rather than later.
That would ensure that issues such as access to alcohol
and drugs, which render too many communities
unsafe, are better tackled. It would also help to ensure
that policing is properly funded and resourced.
Everything that can be done should be done in order to
ensure that people, in particular senior citizens, are
safe in their homes.

Therefore, although the Alliance Party recognises
the amendment’s merit, the Assembly must unite
behind the motion and properly reflect on what it
means. A good start would be for the lead parties in the
Executive to demonstrate more responsibility.

Mr Shannon: I will try to keep to the point as
indicated by the wording of the motion.

I, like probably all elected representatives, face
issues of community safety and problems on a daily
basis. I see homes every day that are torn apart by
alcohol and, to a lesser extent, by drug abuse. I see
families divided and children emotionally damaged by
the misuse of alcohol and drugs; and I know that it
does not have to be that way.

The motion refers to:

“proposals on alcohol-related crime and prolific offenders,
aimed at reducing harm and promoting safety in local
communities”.

Those are issues that I want addressed.

Northern Ireland is suffering from an epidemic of
domestic violence. It is estimated that some one in four
women in the Province have been physically abused
by their partners. In the majority of those cases,
alcohol misuse is the major factor. Every year, 1-5
million people in the UK fall victim to alcohol-fuelled
violence. It is clear that community safety is threatened
by the misuse of alcohol.

Police superintendents say that alcohol plays a part
in half of all crime. A study for the Home Office in
1990 found that growth in beer consumption, for
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example, was the single most important factor in
explaining a growth in violent crime against the
person. Research also shows that high proportions of
victims of violent crime are drinking, or are under the
influence of alcohol, at the time of assault. An analysis
of data from the 41 probation areas between 1 April
2004 and 31 March 2005 by the offender assessment
system data evaluation and analysis team — that is a
big sentence and a big name for any group — found
that 37% of offenders had a current problem with
alcohol. A similar proportion — 37% — had a problem
with binge drinking. Nearly half — 47% — had
misused alcohol in the past, and 32% had records of
violent behaviour that was related to their alcohol use.
Those statistics are horrifying and worrying and make
it clear that a change is needed.

There may not be the same spread of drug abuse in
the Province as on the mainland, but it is definitely on
the rise, and misuse at any level is too high. There
exists a culture among young people who believe that
a joint of cannabis every so often will do no harm. It is
time to dispel that myth. Medical evidence shows that
the use of cannabis leads to mental-health problems
that have been previously discussed in the Chamber,
and on which the Minister of Health has commented.

Unless problems are dealt with now they will grow
to immense proportions. That is what the motion
attempts to address. What is possibly less clear is the
solution. I work with many community and residents’
associations in my constituency. They are determined
to stamp out abuse in their areas, and do so in many
ways — through education programmes for children,
through ensuring that there is a safer option available
for children than standing at street corners, where they
may be pressurised into trying alcopops, smoking or
taking drugs.

Community groups in my area are working hard to
break the vicious circle of alcoholism and drug use.
They cannot do that on their own, which is where the
crux of the motion comes into play. A system must be
put in place that lends support, offers advice, and
co-ordinates events and information in order to ensure
that people are informed. With the limited resources at
its disposal for community policing, the PSNI does a
wonderful job in my constituency. Ards is privileged to
have community police officers who are well known
and who do an excellent job in relation to antisocial
behaviour in the community, and in dealing with the
young people involved. However, they cannot do
enough; they cannot shoulder the burden. It is for that
reason that we must consider the wording of the motion.

The strategy must span all Departments, as they will
be the winners. Young people could be taught how to
drink in moderation through programmes co-ordinated
by community groups and funded by the Department
for Social Development (DSD). The Health Service

would also be a winner, as it would no longer have its
weekend influx of people with injuries caused by
overindulgence in alcohol. The Department of Health
funds and co-ordinates community projects which
outline the medical problems associated with drug and
alcohol abuse.

DSD would also be a winner, with fewer breakages
and less damage done to properties, if people realised
that they were affecting their long-term health through
binge drinking.

Time does not permit me to continue illustrating the
benefits to other Departments, but it is clear that the
problem can be tackled. If it is tackled on all fronts and
co-ordinated by OFMDFM, we can make a difference
and the whole of Northern Ireland will benefit.
Individual Departments can make a difference, but if
all the Departments work together, they will make a
greater change.

Ms Anderson: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. I welcome the opportunity to speak in the
debate, and I support all that my colleague Gerry
Adams said.

Community safety is an issue that is being raised
with us daily on the doorsteps, and Sinn Féin believes
that everyone has the right to live safely in their home
and in their community. Everyone has the right to have
a fully accountable policing service, imbued with a
human rights ethos, and to have a justice system in
which they can have confidence. However, the reality
is that communities across the North are blighted by
crime, antisocial behaviour, underage drinking, drug
abuse and all the associated problems. Therefore, is it
any wonder that many people have lost confidence in
the policing and justice system? Is it any wonder that
pensioners are terrified in their homes when their 999
calls go unanswered? Is it any wonder that people from
all areas, regardless of their creed or politics, are
demanding action to rid our streets of crime and
antisocial behaviour?

Unmet and complex social, education and health
needs must be addressed in a holistic way. Sinn Féin
believes that those needs should not go unanswered,
and there is an onus on all of us to play our part in
achieving the kind of safe society in which it is fit to
raise the next generation.

As the motion states, the strategy should include
fundamental proposals on alcohol-related crime and
persistent offenders. Our communities are crying out
for justice. They are sick, sore and tired of seeing
repeat offenders walk free from court with nothing
more than a slap on the wrist. They are sick, sore and
tired of being scared in their own homes. They are
sick, sore and tired of watching communities being
torn apart by hoods and thugs. The vast majority of
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decent young people are being held to ransom by
anti-community elements.

Many Members will remember the horrific murder
last year of Jim McFadden in my constituency of
Derry. He was savagely beaten to death in front of his
children after attending a family wedding. Jim was a
devoted father and husband, and his only crime was to
defend his daughter’s honour, but he paid for it with
his life.

A number of people have appeared in court charged
with Jim’s murder, and they have been released on bail
pending their trial. Everyone has the right to the
presumption of innocence and to be granted bail where
appropriate. I fully support and defend that right, but
some of the people who stand accused of Jim’s murder
have been repeatedly brought before the courts for
breaching the conditions of their release. Time and
time again, they have been found to be in breach of
their bail conditions, yet their bail has not been revoked.

Mr Speaker: I must caution the Member to be
careful about speaking on individual cases.

Ms Anderson: What is the point of imposing bail
conditions if they are not going to be enforced? I have
met members of the McFadden family, and I am sure
that other Members have done likewise. This situation
is only adding to their great distress and anguish.
Many families are suffering as a result of similar
situations. The justice system has failed many families
even before trials have begun. Similar stories are being
repeated right across the North, and they are happening
in all the constituencies that we represent.

People are rightly demanding action to end the
revolving-door justice system. For how long will those
demands fall on deaf ears, particularly those of some
parties in the Assembly? The most effective way to
resolve the issues is through the transfer of policing
and justice powers as envisaged in the Patten Report,
the Good Friday Agreement and the St Andrews
review, in conjunction with a truly interdepartmental
multidisciplinary strategy spearheaded by OFMDFM.

No one will convince me that a British Minister
sitting in a comfortable leafy suburb in the garden of
England cares about the realities of life in the Bogside,
the Shankill, the Fountain or the Falls. Even Iris
Robinson recognised that point, when only this
weekend she called on British Ministers to stay out of
our affairs in relation to extending Westminster
legislation to the North. I agree with Mrs Robinson;
British interference in Ireland has been going on for
too long — in fact, over 800 years. [Interruption.]

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

Ms Anderson: We need a local Minister who
understands the reality of life in our community and
who is prepared to do something about it.

Mr Moutray: Other Members have mentioned the
upsurge in alcohol-related crime and antisocial
behaviour over several years, which must be addressed
urgently. Ultimately, such behaviour is a problem
plaguing many of our cities, towns and villages, and
we hear about it all too often in our constituency offices.

Alcohol-related crime and antisocial behaviour in
the community continue to cause much apprehension
and concern, particularly to elderly people and those
living alone, who often fall victim to such activity.
Those types of behaviour cause undoubted misery to
many individuals, families and communities, and must
be addressed.

Antisocial behaviour covers a range of selfish and
unacceptable activities that can blight the quality of
community life. It does not just make life unpleasant; it
ultimately holds back the regeneration of disadvantaged
areas and creates an environment in which more
serious crime can, and often does, take hold.

Much antisocial behaviour is the result of a failed
family environment: a lack of respect within the family
and in society at large; poor schooling and educational
attainment; poor community life; poor accommodation
and employment, and personal and individual factors,
such as alienation and lack of social commitment; and
a large percentage of unsupervised time spent with
peers who are involved in problem behaviour.

There is a role for OFMDFM in reducing those
problems. However, it is important to adopt an
interdepartmental approach that encompasses all
Departments. There is a role for all in trying to reduce
and eradicate antisocial behaviour. There must be a
more joined-up approach to tackling the problem
head-on and dealing with it. For example, the
Department for Social Development has some
responsibility for licensing and social inclusion, while
the Department of Education is responsible for
educating young people and encouraging them not to
get involved in antisocial behaviour. Furthermore, the
Department of Education also has a role in helping to
provide statutory and voluntary youth activities.

Those Departments have a key role to play in
reducing antisocial behaviour, and more funding is
needed to assist the provision of youth activities. The
Department of Health, Social Services and Public
Safety plays an important role as regards public safety
and mental-health provision. However, there is a role
for other bodies, such as HM Revenue and Customs,
which is responsible for eradicating the supply of
counterfeit goods and smuggled properties from
society. The existence of such goods means that there
is a readily-available supply of alcohol and other
substances that contribute to the problem greatly.

There is a role for local government in facilitating
community safety partnerships and district policing
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partnerships in order to tackle problems where
communities are worst affected. We are faced with
serious problems, and if they are not addressed, they
will spiral further out of control.

It is ironic that Sinn Féin has tabled the motion,
when it is the party that is dragging its heels on the
progress of legislation through the Assembly.

I call on that party, today, to get down to business,
and to attend the Executive meetings, which will
ultimately assist in addressing the important issues that
currently affect so many in our society.

2.15 pm

Mr Elliott: What fiction is the Assembly being
asked to support by this Sinn Féin motion? If the First
Minister and the deputy First Minister cannot organise
Executive meetings during a global economic crisis,
are we really to expect that the public will believe it
when we call on them to lead a community safety
strategy? However, considering that some other parties
in this House seem intent on proceeding with that fiction,
I will outline my party’s stance on community safety.

At the very heart of community safety is genuine
support for the Police Service of Northern Ireland and
the rule of law. Without such support, we can have all
the community safety strategies that we want, but they
will make no difference. Without support for the PSNI
and the rule of law, communities are not — and will
not be — safe.

It is therefore slightly disturbing that a motion on
the issue of community safety fails to explicitly refer
to support for the PSNI and the rule of law. Such an
explicit statement is surely necessary, in light of our
troubled past. It is unfortunately the case that many
neighbourhoods and communities in Northern Ireland
are plagued by the continual threat of criminal activity
and antisocial behaviour. The first step in giving hope
to those communities is for all political representatives
to fully, and without equivocation, support the police
and the rule of law.

None of that is to deny that the reasons for antisocial
and criminal behaviour are complex, and that social
exclusion can contribute to both. That is why the
Ulster Unionist Party is broadly supportive of the idea
of a community safety strategy, while recognising that
policing and justice powers are not devolved to the
Assembly, and, quite clearly, cannot be in the foresee-
able future. The district policing partnerships and
community safety partnerships provide an opportunity
at a local level to co-operate on a much better basis
than is sometimes the case at the moment.

I note the work that has been carried out by the
Department of Health, Social Services and Public
Safety, with the NIO, on the young people and alcohol
action plan. The Department for Social Development

has also been active in promoting community
involvement in reducing crime through the
neighbourhood renewal scheme, and that is to be
welcomed. That is precisely the type of practical
project that the Executive — when, or if, they
eventually meet — should concentrate on.

Alcohol-related crime is on the increase in Northern
Ireland. Crime committed under the influence of
alcohol rose from 2,330 incidents reported in 2002, to
2,932 in 2006. Drunken and disorderly behaviour is,
unfortunately, becoming more of a menace in society,
and it is correct that the motion seeks to address that.
The Health Minister’s leadership in respect of the
young people and alcohol action plan, and his recent
initiatives to highlight the impact of binge drinking,
demonstrate what the Executive can do, and should be
doing, to promote community safety.

There has been some progress on support for the
PSNI and the rule of law from those in this community
who formerly undermined them. I am pleased that
there has been even more recognition of that today.
There is, of course, more to be done, but a start has to
be made, and it must be made abundantly clear that,
without explicit and genuine support for the PSNI and
the rule of law, all talk of a community safety strategy
is nothing more than hypocrisy. People deserve the
right to feel safe in their homes and communities.
Police officers, who carry out an extremely difficult
task, deserve the support and respect of every community
in Northern Ireland, and all democratic political
representatives must help to deliver that outcome.

It seems that some parties, particularly Sinn Féin,
believe that they can treat debates in this House as a
bad joke. For 122 days, Sinn Féin has blocked
meetings of the Executive Committee. That blockage
has its origins in OFMDFM, and yet Sinn Féin members,
including its party leader, have proposed a motion
calling for an interdepartmental, multidisciplinary
strategy, to be led by the First Minister and the deputy
First Minister.

How exactly are the First Minister and the deputy
First Minister going to lead such a strategy when they
cannot even hold an Executive meeting?

Some Members: Hear, hear.

Mrs D Kelly: It is regrettable that there was not a
composite motion to take account of the amendment,
proposed by Ms Purvis, because much of it is quite
accurate given the number of people in young offenders’
institutions. However, it would be wrong for the House
to present the view to the public that it is only
disadvantaged families who live in marginalised
communities. In my constituency office, I often hear
about parents in flash cars dropping their children off
and providing them with alcohol. Therefore, it is
difficult to provide the image that it is only people
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from disadvantaged communities who are involved in
antisocial behaviour.

However, I accept that it is the people who live in
those areas who must deal with the reality and the
consequences of crime and who suffer most from
antisocial behaviour and vandalism. Perhaps some of
that is down to Sinn Féin’s very belated support for
policing. In the past, many communities, in both
loyalist and republican areas, were under the jackboot
of paramilitaries, and unacceptable behaviour was
never dealt with by the law in the way which it ought
to have been.

Many Members have said today that the Department
of Health, Social Services and Public Safety, the
Department of Education, and other agencies have a
role to play. That is quite right and proper. It is also the
case that Departments have the power —

Ms S Ramsey: | am glad that the Member
mentioned the roles of the Health Department, the
Education Department and other agencies. Does the
Member recall a motion that I moved some weeks ago
calling on the Minister for Social Development to use
her power and influence to make it harder for young
people to access drink from off-sales and similar
outlets?

Mr Speaker: The Member will have an extra
minute in which to speak.

Mrs D Kelly: Thank you, Mr Speaker. If the Minister
for Social Development were allowed to bring her
papers to the Executive, perhaps the Member would see
proposals that would address some of those problems.

I am the mother of four children. Parental responsibility
plays a key role in determining what happens in
communities. I know that young people who behave in
an antisocial manner are often brought to their parents’
home by the police. Indeed, I am also aware of
neighbours who are concerned about the behaviour of
some young people. At a recent community group
meeting in Craigavon, the names of some young
people who were messing about in the local community
were mentioned. Subsequently, the parents of the
young people named at the meeting marched to the
house of the person who had named them. Some
parents do not take the concerns of the community
seriously. People also marched to the house of an
eyewitness who said that, following a series of
burglaries in the area, they had seen a young person
acting suspiciously. Safeguards must be put in place
for people who want to improve their communities.

Members were right when they said the issue was
about partnership. Mr Adams talked about the district
policing partnerships and the community safety
partnerships, and he is quite right: the NIO has
produced a paper; members of the Policing Board have
seen it, and it was discussed at last week’s policing

board committees. However, I do not believe that any
party will support the paper, because it seeks to
diminish the role of the policing boards and fails to
deal with some of the key issues in community safety.
If the key issue is about young and disadvantaged
people, surely the Executive and OFMDFM should
have published ‘Lifetime Opportunities’.

Why did Sinn Féin allow the Executive to cut
funding for children and young people if, as it says,
alcohol is one of the primary causes of young people’s
antisocial behaviour. Young people say that they
commit crime because they are bored. Members are
right to say that there are societal issues involved in
dealing with alcohol-related crime.

Mr F McCann: I notice that the Member mentioned
Sinn Féin once again during her speech. Does she
remember that the Department for Social Development
forgot to provide a submission to OFMDFM during its
inquiry on children and young people?

Mrs D Kelly: I am not sure if that claim is accurate,
but it will be examined. The Member ought to know
that DSD has examined the effect of poverty on
children and young people, and is doing a significant
amount of work on the issue. That was demonstrated
last week when the Minister for Social Development
announced millions of pounds in additional support for
neighbourhood renewal areas.

Sinn Féin Members seem to be sore about the some
of my points. Perhaps that is because the cap fits. As
many people are beginning to recognise, Sinn Féin has
rolled over to the DUP on many issues, and, sometimes,
the truth hurts. Planning crime also affects other
ministerial portfolios, such as the Department of the
Environment. There must be much more support for
families, we must examine parental responsibility and,
using existing resources, Ministers have an opportunity
to examine how they can advance strategies and actions
to address antisocial behaviour and designing crime.

Mr Speaker: As Question Time commences at
2.30 pm, I propose that Members take their ease until
that time. This debate will resume after Question Time,
when the first Member called to speak will be Mr McKay.

A delegation from the Houses of the Oireachtas
Commission is visiting the Assembly, and its members
are in the Public Gallery. On behalf of the Assembly, |
extend the warmest welcome to the delegation, the
Ceann Comhairle Mr John O’Donoghue and other
distinguished guests.

The debate stood suspended.
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(Mr Deputy Speaker [Mr Molloy] in the Chair)

Oral Answers to Questions

EDUCATION
Colaiste Speirin

1. Mr McGlone asked the Minister of Education
why she has turned down a development proposal to
allow the establishment of an Irish-medium post-primary
college, Colaiste Speirin, in Cookstown. (AQO 705/09)

Mr McGlone: Ceist uimhir a haon.

The Minister of Education (Ms Ruane): Go raibh
maith agat. For translation purposes, the Member said,
“question No 1.”

Ni féidir le duine ar bith a bheith in amhras faoi mo
dhilseacht féin i leith na Gaeilge, agus is 1¢ir go bhfuil
mé tiomanta dona chinntii go ndiritear ar an easpa
sholéthar iarbhunscoile in earnail na Gaelscolaiochta.

No one can doubt my commitment to Irish as a
language, and my evident determination to ensure that
the lack of post-primary provision in the Irish-medium
sector is addressed. There is a demand for such
provision from parents whose children attend Irish-
medium primary schools, and that was recognised in
the review of Irish-medium education. I have a copy of
the review report, in Irish and English, which my
Department launched last week, and Members will
shortly receive a copy.

My Department has a duty to encourage and
facilitate the development of Irish-language education.
However, I also need to be satisfied that any proposal
for a new school will lead to a viable establishment
that provides good-quality education for all pupils. On
11 October 2008, I launched the review of Irish-medium
education. I want extensive consultation across Ireland,
North and South, and there will be consultation in the
four provinces: Connaught, Munster, Leinster and Ulster.

I will listen carefully to all the views expressed as
part of the consultation exercise and the decision-making
process. I encourage all those who are involved with
Colaiste Speirin, and others who want to provide Irish-
medium post-primary education, to consider the proposals
in the report and to decide where to go from here.

I considered the proposal for Colaiste Speirin carefully.
I met, and listened to the views of, those involved.
However, I was not convinced that that particular

proposal could achieve sustainable intakes. Colaiste
Speirin enrolled six pupils in the 2007-08 school year,
and attracted three new pupils in the 2008-09 intake.
Those figures fall far short of those required in order to
qualify for recurrent funding. I was also not satisfied
that the proposed funding arrangements with Colaiste
Feirste would represent a good way forward to deliver
Irish-medium post-primary provision in the area, given
that Colaiste Feirste is 45 miles away.

I recognise the demand from parents in the mid-
Ulster area to have post-primary Irish-medium
education. The Irish-medium education report includes
recommendations for the development of sustainable
post-primary provision, and I am in close contact with
Combhairle na Gaelscolaiochta — one of the bodies
tasked with developing that, and Iontaobhas na
Gaelscolaiochta. Other interested stakeholders are
examining jointly how a strategic approach should best
be progressed, and I will keep the House updated on
that matter.

Mr McGlone: Cuirim an-spéis sa méid ata le ra ag
an Aire. Cuirim féilte fosta roimh na cuairteoiri 6n
Oireachtas.

I welcome Members of the Oireachtas. It is
important that they are with us today, because the
Minister referred to all-island elements of forbairt na
Gaeilge. Does the Minister realise that the unit in St
Catherine’s College in Ard Mhacha was granted unit
status with 10 pupils in 2002 — only one more pupil
than Colaiste Speirin at An Chorr Chriochach.

The Minister of Education: Colaiste Chaitriona
was a unit of St Catherine’s, and it was in the same
building. Yes; it started with 10 pupils, and it has
grown to be a very successful and oversubscribed
post-primary school.

Colaiste Chaitriona, the Irish-medium unit attached
to St Catherine’s in Armagh, is the closest alternative
for families in the Cookstown area, as the Member will
know. Looking to the longer term, the report on
Irish-medium post-primary provision will lead to a
sustainable solution for post-primary Irish-medium
education to serve pupils in each of the Six Counties
— and that is what the Department of Education is
examining.

The Department is examining how to provide
post-primary education to children who leave rang a
seacht — P7 — in order to adhere to the entitlement
framework and bring about collaboration, good
practice and support among Irish-medium schools. A
network of post-primary schools is needed throughout
the North. At present, provision is limited to Colaiste
Feirste in Belfast and Colaiste Chaitriona in Armagh.
Therefore, gaps in provision exist. That is what the
Department is working to correct. Mr McGlone and,
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indeed, all Members, will see increasing support for
Irish language in the near future.

Mr I McCrea: I am pinching myself, because [
almost welcome the Minister’s decision. Any decision
from her is certainly a welcome development. A
‘Belfast Telegraph’ reporter claimed that the Minister
is a greater threat to Irish than the entire English
language. Given that the Irish language has been the
single biggest battleground in Sinn Féin’s policy of
decolonialisation, and is the reason why it has become
politicised and a divisive issue in society, has the
Minister not got the slightest flicker of recognition, or
dawning realisation, that she and her party colleagues
carry the greatest guilt for that and that they have
greatest responsibility to end the language’s
politicisation?

Mr Deputy Speaker: The Minister can choose
whether she wants to answer that question.

The Minister of Education: I thank the Member
for his support, and I look forward to it when I inform
the House about my future decisions on post-primary
provision in the North of Ireland. I will introduce
proposals on the development of post-primary
education. In light of the Assembly’s statutory duty on
Irish-medium education, I look forward to the support
of the party opposite.

I do not agree with the second part of the Member’s
comments. As a parent, I have never politicised the
Irish language. Thousands of parents throughout the
North of Ireland do not choose the schools to which
they send their children in order to annoy my unionist
colleagues. That is not the way in which parents make
choices for their children. [Interruption.]

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order. The Minister has the
Floor.

The Minister of Education: Parents make choices
by asking what type of education is best for their
children. Whether people like or accept it, thousands of
parents throughout the North of Ireland choose to send
their children to Irish-medium schools. I support their
choice and their right to make it.

Parents make the same choices when they decide
whether to send their children to integrated schools,
Catholic schools, controlled schools, and so on. The
least that the Assembly can do is to respect parents’
right to choose the type of education that they want for
their children. I am glad to see that Basil McCrea
agrees with me. Obviously, the matter must be based
on equality.

Mrs O’Neill: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. In light of the fact that increasing numbers
of children are being educated in the primary sector
through the medium of Irish, what can the Minister tell
parents of pupils in my constituency of Mid Ulster

who want their children to avail themselves of Irish-
medium post-primary provision?

The Minister of Education: Go raibh maith agat as
an cheist sin. [ thank the Member for her question.
Many young people reach rang a seacht — P7 — only
to learn that there is no Irish-medium post-primary
provision for them, not only in Mid Ulster, but
throughout the North of Ireland. That situation must be
remedied. I intend to do so through sustainable,
strategic planning for the number of children that is
required for post-primary provision. Some Members
played around with figures and said that certain
schools were started with a particular number of
children. There is a big difference between starting a
primary school and starting a post-primary school.

Members are aware that there is an entitlement
framework in the North. A broad curriculum is also in
place. Sustainable, strategic development of Irish-
medium education is needed throughout the Six Counties.

North/South Educational Exchanges

2. Mr Attwood asked the Minister of Education to
outline the main findings of the review of North/South
educational exchanges; and how she intends to proceed
with this. (AQO 700/09)

The Minister of Education: North/South co-
operation in education is top of my agenda. I am
particularly committed to ensuring that young people,
youth workers and teachers throughout the island get
the opportunity to participate in exchanges that will
strengthen and develop organisational relationships
and partnerships and that will increase cross-border
understanding.

I work very closely with the former Minister for
Education and Science in the South of Ireland, Mary
Hanafin, and with the new Minister for Education and
Science, Batt O’Keeffe. I have attended a number of
cross-border events, among them the development of
North/South co-operation in relation to underachieve-
ment and the Organization for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD); an annual national
conference in Limerick, concerning Irish-medium
education; the launch of a North/South together tool
kit for ethnic minority children, which went to every
primary school across the island; the launch of a
lift-off programme, which is a human rights
programme between various teacher unions, North and
South; and many other conferences and events. |
believe that together, North and South, we can work to
provide the best quality education for children.

In April 2002, the North/South Ministerial Council
endorsed a structure comprising a programme manage-
ment committee, a standing advisory committee and a
joint delivery agency. The two Education Departments
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were asked to give effect to the proposed structure and
to determine the appropriate legal framework. The two
Departments worked toward the establishment of
structures to facilitate policy development and to
support and co-ordinate this diverse field of activity.

With the restoration of the North/South Ministerial
Council in May 2007, the Departments felt that, given
the time that had passed, it was essential to review the
approach to facilitating and managing North/South
exchanges. The Departments remained committed to
North/South exchanges as a means of contributing to
the fostering of mutual understanding, and to working
for opportunities of mutual benefit. It was their view
that the arrangements deemed appropriate before the
suspension of the institutions in 2002 should be
considered again in the markedly changing context. In
December 2007, the Departments commissioned a
review of North/South co-operation, which was carried
out jointly, with a view to identifying a range of
options for future progress.

I am extremely grateful to the many people on the
ground who have made, and will continue to make,
those exchanges happen. I pay tribute to those who
have worked so hard to encourage and facilitate
exchanges, and I know that many of those people have
had the opportunity to feed into the review. The key
finding of the review is that the circumstances and
timing are appropriate for the two Departments to have
a coherent and conjoined policy approach, and I look
forward to that.

I have received the report from the review team,
along with the recommendations from my officials,
which I am considering. I will be meeting with my
colleague from the South, Batt O’Keeffe, and we will
jointly discuss and agree the next steps, after we have
had the opportunity to consider the report.

Mr Attwood: I thank the Minister, and acknowledge
that she said that cross-border education is top of her
agenda. Does she share the concern that six years ago,
policies were agreed between Governments in respect
of a programme management committee, a standing
advisory committee and a joint delivery agency, and
six years later, following the review that she
commissioned, the height of what has been proposed
is, as she said one minute ago:

“a coherent and conjoined policy approach”?

Is that not just more meaningless words? What has
happened to the good hard proposals that were on the
table and agreed six years ago?

The Minister of Education: I make no apology for
wanting to make North/South proposals, and working
together, as part of the policy between the two
Departments. It worries me that the Member appears to
think that we should not put North/South exchanges at
the core of everything that the Department does.

Mr McCausland: I thank the Minister for her
answer. She has told us that North/South exchanges are
at the top of her agenda, but where do east-west
exchanges stand on that agenda? Will she detail what
she has done to facilitate east-west exchanges,
especially as Northern Ireland is closer to Galloway in
Scotland than it is to Galway in the Irish Republic?

The Minister of Education: I have always viewed
British/Irish relations as very important. Anyone who
looks at the work that I have done to build links, on a
range of issues, with England, Scotland and Wales,
will understand how important building those
relationships is.

I am thankful that we are building a different type of
relationship with our neighbouring island to the one
we had for centuries and, fortunately, it is based on
equality and partnership arrangements.

2.45 pm

As the Members sitting opposite know, I value
highly working with our Celtic cousins in Scotland,
and they lead the way on many educational issues.
Members will be glad to hear that we learn from them
on a range of issues, such as Scots Gaelic, the post-
primary system, underachievement, and so forth.
People will be aware that I travelled to Scotland to
meet my colleague there.

I also attended a British-Irish meeting at Stormont
and an excellent meeting in Dublin. It was good to
meet our cousins from different areas, such as the Isle
of Man. Members can, therefore, see the importance
that I place on British-Irish relations. We have much to
learn from England, Scotland and Wales, and from the
islands that surround both our islands.

Mr Burnside: I will not ask my question in Gaelic
today because I do not want to offend our friends from
the Dail. They are used to listening to the proceedings
there — where English is normally spoken.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order. Will the Member
please ask his question?

Mr Burnside: It concerns me that the Minister puts
North/South dialogue at the top of her agenda. Is it not
more important to put the priorities and needs of
education in Northern Ireland at the top of her agenda?
Why does she not examine the fact that Northern
Ireland has state, voluntary, integrated and Irish-
medium systems of education? If she compares North
with South, and east with west, she will discover more
forms of education here than in any other part of the
British Isles. A few additional priorities exist, such as
the selection procedure between primary and
secondary education. It concerns me greatly that the
Minister has the wrong subject at the top of her agenda.

The Minister of Education: The Member knows
that, since I took up office, I have done a huge amount

135



Monday 20 October 2008

Oral Answers

of work to increase equality in the education system.
He will also know that, every year, 12,000 young people
leave the system without attaining GCSEs in English
and maths. No one in the House wants his or her child
to leave school without those qualifications. Therefore,
I placed dealing with underachievement and increasing
equality at the top of my agenda. One good way to go
about that is to learn from what works well in the South,
and the Department is also learning form England,
Scotland and Wales.

I would welcome a contribution from the Member
on how to deal with the 47% of children who leave
school every year having been failed by the system. If
the parties on the other side of the Chamber want to sit
on their hands and do nothing about that, that is up to
them, but I am not prepared to preside over education
apartheid in the North of Ireland. That is why I
introduced proposals to make changes to ensure that
all children have opportunities. For too long, too many
children were failed. That must stop; children will not
be failed on my watch.

Review of Public Administration

3. Mr Boylan asked the Minister of Education what
meetings she has had with the (i) Chief Executives;
and (ii) Chairpersons, of the Education and Library
Boards in relation to the Review of Public
Administration. (AQO 786/09)

The Minister of Education: Bhi cuid mhor
diospoireachtai agam le cathaoirligh na mbord
oideachais agus leabharlainne ar na mallaibh. Ta mé i
mo chathaoirleach ar théram chathaoirligh an RPA, a
thig le chéile go rialta. Go dti seo, eagraiodh na
cruinnithe seo i mBéal Feirste, in Ard Mhacha, san Itr,
ar an Omaigh, i nDoire agus in Aontroim.

Recently, I had numerous discussions with the
chairpersons of the education and library boards, and |
chair the review of public administration (RPA)
chairpersons’ forum that meets regularly. To date,
meetings have been held in Belfast, Armagh, Newry,
Omagh, Derry and Antrim. The forum gives the
chairpersons of all organisations that are affected by
RPA an opportunity to engage with me, and I brief
them on RPA developments. We discuss the best way
of engaging the organisations that are involved, and we
jointly examine the issues to be faced in maintaining
service continuity during the period of transition.

The RPA chairpersons’ forum invites to its meetings
the chairpersons of the five education and library
boards; the Council for Curriculum, Examinations and
Assessment; CCMS, the Youth Council; Comhairle na
Gaelscolaiochta; the Council for Integrated Education,
and the Staff Commission for Education and Library
Boards.

Furthermore, representatives of the General Teaching
Council are welcome to attend. If the chairperson of
that organisation cannot attend a meeting, the vice-
chairperson can attend instead. I am delighted that so
many busy people have attended those important
meetings, and I will chair forums regularly in the
coming months.

Given the important issues under discussion, I am
disappointed that one education and library board has
attended one meeting only. All other boards have
attended the majority of meetings.

Mr Boylan: I thank the Minister for her response.
What level of engagement have her senior officials had
with education stakeholders on RPA in education?

The Minister of Education: In addition to
measures outlined in my previous response, my
officials conduct regular discussions on RPA with
stakeholders. Those discussions will continue in the
coming months. For example, the Department’s
permanent secretary, Will Haire, and other senior
officials meet regularly with the chief executives of the
education and library boards. Furthermore, I have met
with them on several occasions.

Senior departmental officials and the education and
skills authority (ESA) implementation team meet
regularly with key education-sector officials and trade
unions. In May and June, the ESA implementation
team held 20 workshops, which involved 350
managers in the sector. Moreover, four workshops were
held to hear the views of a cross-section of primary and
post-primary principals on how the ESA can deliver
better services to schools. Positive engagement with
staff in the education organisations is ongoing.

Mr Poots: Will the Minister confirm what meetings
she has had with the chairperson of the South Eastern
Education and Library Board? It seems that such
meetings are impossible because, despite repeated
promises, she has not reinstalled that board. The direct
rule Administration people are still there at a cost of
£500 a day. Will the Minister confirm that she will bring
back the South Eastern Education and Library Board
and reinstall public accountability to education in that
area given that she has not held any meetings there?

The Minister of Education: Go raibh maith agat as
an cheist sin. The South Eastern Education and Library
Board is a member of the RPA chairperson’s forum,
and it always sends representatives to meetings. I have
met with the chairperson of the South Eastern
Education and Library Board. As the Member will be
aware, [ met with the political representatives and the
non-political — appointed — representatives of the
board. Members will know that there were difficulties
with governance and financial accountability, and I
have held discussions aimed at making sure that
political representatives and laypeople understand their

136



Monday 20 October 2008

Oral Answers

governance and accountability responsibilities, and my
officials are working with representatives of the board.
As the Member knows, I will be introducing proposals
in due course.

Mr Elliott: What discussions has the Minister had
with the education boards — and, specifically, the
transferor representatives in that section — so that they
will not be discriminated against?

The Minister of Education: As I have said in the
House repeatedly, I will ensure that all sectors are
treated fairly. My intention is that the second RPA Bill
will include provisions to reform and simplify the
composition of boards of governors of grant-aided
schools. I recognise the important contribution made
by transferors, and my officials and I have had
discussions with that group. It was never anyone’s
intention to discriminate against any sectoral groups,
including transferors who play an important role in
education.

Post-Primary Transfer Process

4. Mr B McCrea asked the Minister of Education
what advice her Department is providing to teachers
and parents of pupils currently in primary 6, in relation
to the post-primary transfer process they will face.

(AQO 726/09)

The Minister of Education: Thank you, Basil.

Ta freagra tugtha agam ar an cheist seo ar roinnt
ocaidi, agus ta an freagra f6s mar an gcéanna. T4 mé
ag brath ar ghairmitlacht na bpriomhoidi agus na
muinteoiri chun an curaclam athbhreithnithe a
theagasc, no6 is € sin go direach ata de dhith chun paisti
a ullmht do na socruithe atd 4 moladh agam le
haghaidh aistriti iarbhunscoile. Is ceart mar sin do mo
chomhghleacaithe sa Choiste Feidhmitichain breithnit
déirire a dhéanamh orthu.

As the Member will be aware, I have answered this
question on a number of occasions, and my answer
remains the same. I look to the professionalism of
principals and teachers to deliver the revised
curriculum, for that is precisely what is required to
prepare children for the post-primary transfer
arrangements that I propose. Those proposed
arrangements merit serious consideration by my
colleagues in the Executive.

The Department has just issued 350,000 leaflets —
in Irish to Irish-speaking schools and in English to
schools that teach through the medium of English.
Those leaflets provide details of the revised
curriculum, and they will go to every parent who has a
child in the primary or post-primary sector.

Mr B McCrea: Thank you very much, Caitriona.
The issue is about choice. Earlier, in answer to Mr

McGlone’s question, I heard the Minister talking about
parents making choices about integrated, Irish-medium
or other schools. Will she not agree that it is important
that parents and their children have a choice about the
school that the children go to — be that a grammar
school, a high school, the school that is next to them,
or a specialist school? Will she give some indication to
the thousands upon thousands of parents with children
in P6 as to what their children should do to prepare for
the next phase of their education?

The Minister of Education: Parents should have
choice, but within a framework of equality. The current
system is not equal because it divides children on the
basis of two one-hour tests for which parents who can
afford it can coach their children.

Choice must be based on equality because there is
equality legislation in the North of Ireland. If we are
serious about dealing with the significant body of
underachievement in our system, we have to create a
fair one, and that is what I am going to do. In relation
to the parents of P6 children, the Department has
produced a leaflet that contains information on the
revised curriculum. I also wrote to every single
principal regarding the revised curriculum in June 2008.

Teachers are professional — they know what they
want to teach, and they know that there has been a
distortion of the primary curriculum. This year’s
11-plus will be the last. Under the compromise
proposals that I have brought forward, the test will no
longer be sat in primary schools. There will be a
three-year phased ending to academic selection.

Teachers and parents of P6 children need to know
that the revised curriculum is a good one. Teachers like
it and it stimulates our young people. Furthermore, no
longer does it divide our young people and create an
elitist education system in which some children can go
to certain schools because of where they live, or
because their parents have more money than parents of
other children. Statistics indicate that 19% of secondary
schools provide free school meals, but only 7% of
grammar schools do.

Many grammar schools understand the need for
change, which I welcome. I have had dinners with
post-primary school principals right across the North. I
have another one tomorrow night in Derry. [ was in
Ballymena last week and Limavady the week before
that. I was also in Newry, Downpatrick and all different
parts of the North. I will continue to do that because
educationalists know what is, and what is not, good for
our children. High-stake tests at 11 years of age, for
which children can be coached, are not the way forward.

Mr Storey: At least we now know that the Minister
of Education has moved on from the idea of using a
postcode lottery to place a child in a post-primary
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school based on where he or she lives, to a system
based on where a child eats. She is now going to use —

Mr Deputy Speaker: The Member must ask a
question. The time for questions to the Minister of
Education is almost up.

Mr Storey: She is now the dinner lady of the
education service instead of being the Education Minister.

Will the Minister reveal what amendments she has
made to her proposals, as she knows that there is no
political consensus on them as they stand? What
amendments has she made to her proposals to make
them acceptable, so that the Executive might be able to
agree them? Although I have to wonder whether there
will ever be an Executive meeting, owing to the failure
of Sinn Féin.

3.00 pm

Mr Deputy Speaker: Time is up for Questions to the
Minister of Education — [Interruption.] Perhaps, the
Minister will give a short answer.

Mr Storey: In English.

The Minister of Education: Is féidir liom an
teanga a phiocadh. I can choose which language |
speak. I may even answer in Spanish.

I welcome the Member’s belated concern about the
postcode lottery. I have listened to Members talking
about that, and, no matter how admissions criteria are
introduced — preferably through the Executive — I
will introduce criteria for socially disadvantaged
children. I look forward to the support of all Members
who have spoken to me about a postcode lottery,
because I wish to ensure that the inequality in the
system is eliminated, so that working-class children
will cease to be disadvantaged.

The Member will know that, on 15 May, I brought
proposals to the Executive, but the Executive refused
to discuss them. I want to present proposals to the
Executive. However, all parties must understand that if
the Executive — a North/South, British-Irish power-
sharing arrangement — are to work together, they must
act on the basis of equality and partnership.

EMPLOYMENT AND LEARNING

Mr Deputy Speaker: Question 1 has been withdrawn.

US Visit

2. Mr Gardiner asked the Minister for Employment
and Learning what outcomes were achieved following
his recent visit to the United States. (AQO 738/09)

The Minister for Employment and Learning (Sir
Reg Empey): During my visit, I spoke to many business
people about opportunities for further collaboration
between Northern Ireland education establishments
and their equivalents in the United States. In addition, I
met the vice president of the National Centre for
Technological Literacy, Yvonne Spicer, and her team
from the Museum of Science in Boston. They have
developed and pioneered teaching programmes for
science, technology, engineering and mathematics
(STEM) subjects throughout all 50 states.

The Museum of Science offered to share its teaching
materials and experience with Northern Ireland, and I
will discuss that initiative with the Minister of
Education in the context of our review of STEM-
subject provision in Northern Ireland.

Mr Gardiner: In the Minister’s discussions with
the Americans, did the subjects of the Post-9/11
Veterans Educational Assistance Act 2008, or new GI
Bill, come up?

The Minister for Employment and Learning: Yes,
they did come up. I met Ms Molly Corbett Broad,
president of the American Council on Education — the
organisation that represents the university system in
the United States. In addition, I met Senator Jim Webb
from Virginia, who was the author of the new GI Bill.
Both conversations impressed greatly on me the role
that education and skills — particularly higher-level
skills — can play in reintegrating former military
personnel into civilian society and in developing a
vibrant economy.

Furthermore, I was impressed by the level of
investment that the United States Government are
making in those who have returned from military
service in order to ensure that they have an opportunity
to re-skill and up-skill, and so make the fullest possible
contribution to their national economy.

Mr Newton: During his visit to the United States,
did the Minster gain an understanding of the relationship
between the education system and the business
community? Did he learn anything from observing that
relationship, and is there anything that might be brought
back to enhance the Northern Ireland education
system, particularly in the area of vocational skills?

The Minister for Employment and Learning: Yes.
I visited an organisation called CARE that is sponsored
by the private sector. CARE is a Peace-Corps-type
operation, in which people spend time particularly
with children from disadvantaged communities. That
organisation is predominately sponsored by the private
sector and local states. Furthermore, in the United
States, there is much greater collaboration between the
business and education sectors than there is here.

We should try to encourage that. The business
community realises the significance of engaging, at an
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earlier stage, with elements of the education sector in
securing the long-term provision of labour supply.

Furthermore, as a result of changing demographics
in the United States, that country is in a tougher
position than Northern Ireland in relation to essential
skills. A large proportion of the workforce — some 39
million people — do not have fundamental, essential
skills. That figure is growing, which is one reason that
the GI Bill was introduced in order to ensure that that
section of the community achieves the necessary level
of skills.

Ms Ni Chuilin: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. Given what the Minister has said, will he
confirm that any proposed investment to help to reduce
unemployment — particularly for those with essential
skills problems — will be targeted specifically at arcas
of multiple deprivation?

The Minister for Employment and Learning:
There is a strong link between educational underachieve-
ment and areas of significant deprivation. We need
only look around our own Province for evidence of
that. The two issues are undoubtedly related, so the
solutions must also be related.

Sadly, in areas that are deemed to be more affluent,
there are pockets in which the same problems arise.
Unfortunately, the criteria that were used — such as
the Noble indices — were blunt instruments, which
excluded pockets in which individuals had learning
difficulties. The improvement of essential skills must
be open to all, irrespective of geographical area. There
is a link — albeit not 100% — and areas of social and
economic deprivation have more educational
underachievement than other areas.

Practical Works within the Community

3. Mr Shannon asked the Minister for Employment
and Learning what consideration he has given to
implementing a module on practical works within the
community for courses delivered by further education
colleges on providing public services, similar to the
practical work in the community carried out by the
Prince’s Trust. (AQO 744/09)

The Minister for Employment and Learning: The
Prince’s Trust team programme, which involves
participants undertaking a community project as part
of the course, is currently delivered in all six further
education colleges. Colleges provide the training
element of the programme, which is funded by my
Department.

The further education (FE) colleges are responsible
for setting their own course provision for
implementing a module on practical works within the
community, including the practical work.

Mr Shannon: I thank the Minister for his response.
To those Members who are aware of the Prince’s Trust,
it is obvious that it carries out marvellous work and
provides opportunities to young boys and girls who
particularly need help. I had hoped that the Minister
would provide an assurance that further work in the
Prince’s Trust will be unfolded in all FE colleges and
that courses currently being undertaken could be
developed to involve more young people.

The Minister for Employment and Learning: [
have made it my business to meet representatives of
the Prince’s Trust. I have attended four events and
have examined its work.

The Prince’s Trust team programme is provided
with a range of delivery partners, including the FE
colleges. The programme has been designed by the
Prince’s Trust to target hard-to-reach, socially excluded
and marginalised young people between the ages 16
and 25. Some of the programmes are quite expensive,
but they are exceptional, which is why I support them.

As the Member will be aware, the training
component of the team programme is, typically,
delivered by the FE colleges, and the cost is met from
the recurrent funding that is allocated to the colleges
by my Department. The team programme has been
running since 2006, and feedback has been positive.
The colleges have indicated that over 84% of the
participants who complete the programme progress
into further study, training or employment. Therefore, I
can give the Member the assurance that he seeks.

Mr Butler: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. Ba mhaith liom buiochas a thabhairt don
Aire as an threagra sin.

Does the Minister agree that, although courses
delivered by the colleges and the Prince’s Trust are
beneficial to the community, attention should be
focused on the delivery of courses that provide
qualifications for high-value, knowledge-based jobs
for those who are involved in those types of activities?
If we are to compete in the economy, does the Minister
agree that his emphasis and focus should be on the
delivery of high-value jobs, so that we are not
vulnerable to people from other countries taking our
jobs? That is particularly pertinent in the current
economic climate. Go raibh maith agat.

The Minister for Employment and Learning: [
understand what the Member says. However, much as
I would like to focus on the high-value-added jobs that
he refers to, many people in large swathes of our
community — including the Member’s constituency,
as he will know — are not yet at the stage where they
can benefit from, and exploit, some of the higher-
value-added qualifications.

We must take a twin-track approach to the issue. On
the one hand — and considering the current
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circumstances — we must concentrate on the skills
that are relevant to the knowledge-based economy into
which we are moving. That requires investment, not
only in the higher grades of vocational training, but
right through the higher-education sector. Alongside
that, a large swathe of our population does not have
basic essential skills. Pertinent to that, and to Mr
Shannon’s question, is that the Prince’s Trust
concentrates on reaching those harder-to-get-at clients
— as do other community-based organisations.

The process, therefore, must be twin-tracked; we
must go after both groups of people, because those
without the essential skills cannot be progressed into
the more productive end of the economy — and the
areas in which there is more potential — if they do not
have the basic qualifications. In 2020, it is estimated
that only 2% of the available jobs will be unskilled
compared to the current figure of 17-5%. The Member
will see that we have a long way to go.

Mr K Robinson: I thank the Minister for his
comprehensive answers; he has almost blown away my
questions in his replies to previous questions. How can
the Department for Employment and Learning and the
Prince’s Trust work together to expand the programme
further to try and reach the individuals whom he
mentioned in his response to the previous
supplementary question — the young people on the
fringes, who require to be brought in?

The Minister for Employment and Learning: The
Prince’s Trust, in common with several voluntary
organisations, specialises in a harder-to-reach client. It
is therefore not unique in that; however, we have
looked at one or two of the courses that the Prince’s
Trust runs, and, although the cost per client is higher
— significantly so in one case — we must take whatever
steps are necessary if we are to stop people from falling
behind. I, therefore, support, unashamedly, what the
Prince’s Trust does, although I acknowledge that it is
not the only organisation that follows such a path.

As Members know, there are particular clients who,
simply, will not turn up at a college of further
education. One has to go to the doors of those people,
and they have to gain some confidence, because,
perhaps, they suffer from a lack of self-esteem. All of
that costs money, but it is fundamental to our attempt
to improve our community and to bring as many
people as possible into our society to make them
economically active and productive. It is expensive,
but it is money well spent.

New Deal: Derry/Londonderry

4. Mr McCartney asked the Minister for
Employment and Learning to outline the tendering
criteria which informed the decision to award the

tender to operate the New Deal Programme in Derry/
Londonderry to A4e. (AQO 790/09)

The Minister for Employment and Learning: The
contract for Steps to Work in the Foyle contract area
has not been awarded. The procurement process is
ongoing. All tenders for the Steps to Work programme
were assessed against the criteria of methodology,
relevant experience and capacity to deliver, and broken
into sub-criteria.

Mr McCartney: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. Ba mhaith liom mo bhuiochas a thabhairt
don Aire as an threagra sin.

Will the Minister outline why it was necessary to
rerun the tendering process after Ade was awarded
preferred-bidder status?

3.15 pm

The Minister for Employment and Learning: The
Member must bear in mind that the process is ongoing
and, while that is the case, I must be careful about
what I say. The procurement process has not been
concluded in two remaining areas. New bids have been
received for the Foyle area and those will be assessed
shortly, and further information has been received for
the north-west. However, the process is ongoing in the
Foyle area, and I am unable to say anything further.

Mr Durkan: [ understand the constraints that the
Minister has referred to. However, on the wider aspect
of the Steps to Work programme, the Minister must be
aware that many people believe that the Central
Procurement Directorate appears to be acting to some
sort of imperative to ensure that outside players are
successfully brought into the market. Rightly or
wrongly, that is the impression that people have.

How far are the decisions on methodology, relevant
experience and capacity to deliver taken by his
Department, and how far are they taken by the Central
Procurement Directorate, which may have little
experience in that area?

The Minister for Employment and Learning: |
understand through correspondence and other contacts
that the Member has a keen interest in the matter. The
Central Procurement Directorate is not attempting to
ensure that outside people are brought in. Having
agreed the terms of reference for the contracts with my
Department, the Central Procurement Directorate must
implement those terms of reference and assess the bids
that have been made. If that results in someone who is
not based here being awarded a contract, that is within
European Union rules and regulations. There is no
predisposition to ensure that someone from outside is
awarded a contract, any more than there is a
predisposition to award a contract to a local firm. If the
process is to be fair and open, it must be based on
objective criteria, which is why we hand over the
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process to the Central Procurement Directorate (CPD),
which has the expertise to deal with the situation.

The Department’s role is, primarily, to set out what
is required. As a former Minister of Finance and
Personnel, the Member knows that the CPD’s role is to
ensure that proper and due process is followed correctly.

National Minimum Wage

5. Mr Cree asked the Minister for Employment and
Learning what input he provided to the recent Low Pay
Commission Review of the National Minimum Wage.

(AQO 737/09)

The Minister for Employment and Learning: In
addition to providing a contribution to the co-ordinated
Northern Ireland submission to the chairman of the
Low Pay Commission, I wrote to him on 1 October
drawing attention to the position of apprentices who
currently have no minimum wage. Anecdotal evidence
suggests that, in some cases, the wages earned are
insufficient to cover the basic cost of living and, if that
continues, it will lead to a decrease in the number of
apprenticeships being completed, which will have a
detrimental impact on the economy. I have
recommended, therefore, that the Low Pay
Commission gives consideration to a minimum rate of
pay for all apprentices in Northern Ireland and that that
should be in line with what is required in England.

Mr Cree: I thank the Minister for his comforting
reply. However, do apprentices in other parts of the
UK earn different remuneration?

The Minister for Employment and Learning:
Obviously, there is a difference between here and
Great Britain because, as I said, there is no minimum
wage here. However, as | understand it, an apprentice
can earn a minimum of £80 a week in England. The
difficulty is that people believe that apprentices are not
given a reasonable basic minimum wage level. Several
Members have referred to that fact, and it has also
been raised in debates. Due to the circumstances of
apprenticeships, it is outside the current normal
regulations. In England, the current minimum rate of
pay is £80 a week. However, from 2009, that figure
will increase to £95 a week.

Under those circumstances, I was right to contact
the Low Pay Commission — and I said in previous
debates that I would do so. There was a consensus in
the House that it was unsatisfactory for apprentices to
be left in that position. I hope that the commission’s
response will be positive. I appreciate that we do not
wish to burden businesses any more than is necessary;
however, we must balance that concern with concerns
about the ability to attract people to undertake
apprenticeships that offer them very little money on
which to live.

Mr Irwin: What is the Minister’s view on the Low
Pay Commission’s recommendation that 21-year-olds
should be entitled to the adult rate of the national
minimum wage?

The Minister for Employment and Learning:
That is one of the issues that I look forward to the Low
Pay Commission addressing. At the moment, there is
no guidance — wages are a matter for the apprentice
and the employer to work out between them. However,
that arrangement has led to some young people
receiving very small amounts of money that are
inadequate to live on. We accept that being an
apprentice is different from being a fully qualified
employee. However, | am content to wait for the
commission’s recommendations, and I intend to bring
details of them to the House when they are published,
as Members have expressed an interest in the matter in
recent debates.

Mr Dallat: It is comforting to hear the Minister talk
about the construction industry, given the sorry mess
that it is in. Can he tell us why a policy on the
minimum wage has been so slow to emerge?
Furthermore, how many apprentices are there in the
construction industry, and what is being done to
encourage young people to continue to express an
interest in that important industry?

The Minister for Employment and Learning: The
Member’s last question is about a subject that is
different from the subject of the main question.
However, that has never stopped the Member asking
such a question in the past, and, no doubt, it will not
stand in his way in the future.

All joking aside, the situation is very serious. Large
numbers of apprentices have lost their positions, and
my Department is urgently considering what it will do
to address that matter. Many of those apprentices are
part of the way through their apprenticeships — they
have gained only some of the necessary qualifications
and are now being put out of their posts. We must
decide what to do with those young people. The
Department may have to intervene. [ am considering
that option at the moment, and I will be happy to bring
my conclusion to the House in due course.

How did we get into this position? It appears that a
gap has emerged. As Members know, the issue of low
pay is dealt with nationally, but apprenticeships seem
to be one of the issues that have fallen through the
cracks. I do not know the legal or technical reasons for
that, but I am happy to send a letter to the Member to
clarify the matter. However, when the problem was
brought to my attention, I acted to address it. I have
put forward a positive case — based, in part, on
Members’ contributions to recent debates — and I look
forward to a positive outcome.
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The Department is examining concerns about the
construction industry as a matter of urgency, and I hope
that we can present some proposals before too long.
However, any solution will be neither easy nor cheap.

Teacher Education in a Climate of Change

6. Mr Ford asked the Minister for Employment and
Learning for an update on the progress of the ‘Teacher
Education in a Climate of Change’ review,
commissioned by his Department and the Department
of Education in April 2003. (AQO 806/09)

The Minister for Employment and Learning:
Officials in my Department and in the Department of
Education are finalising a draft policy framework
paper, which will be submitted for consideration to the
Minister of Education and me in the next few weeks.
The timescale for the completion of the review from
that point onwards will be determined by several factors,
including consideration by the relevant departmental
Committees, other Ministers and the Executive.

Mr Ford: I am grateful to the Minister for his
answer, although the fact that the issue depends on the
Executive’s taking action should not give us any
grounds for optimism at the moment. Over the past
year or so, the Assembly has held several debates on
teacher training, and the number of teacher-training
places is of real concern. Given that, can the Minister
tell us whether the long delay on this matter has
hampered his Department’s ability to produce a
strategic plan for teacher education?

The Minister for Employment and Learning: The
Member is correct that the delay in the process has not
been Government’s finest hour. It had been hoped that
the review would be published shortly after a conference
in 2005. However, that coincided with announcements
on the review of public administration and George
Bain’s independent strategic review of education. Those
significant policy issues and matters relating to the
funding model had to be reflected in the final document.

The issue is cross-cutting and involves at least two
— probably three — Departments. The guidance is
that Ministers cannot act unilaterally in such matters.
Therefore, | am required to agree with the Minister of
Education — and possibly other Ministers — to bring
a proposal to the Executive for it to be made Executive
policy. That has not happened for obvious reasons.

I assure the Member that I regularly raise the matter
of the review’s completion with senior officials. We
are acutely aware of the concerns about initial teacher
education. The delay is one of the worst that is being
experienced. It is not a pretty picture, and I and my
Department want an urgent conclusion. I read an earlier
draft of the review some time ago, and it contained

some high-quality work. I hope that the Member will
think the same when it is eventually published.

Mr Easton: Will the Minister outline the level of
co-operation on the review that he has received from
the Education Minister? What information has the
Department of Education shared with the Department
for Employment and Learning to aid the Minister’s
decisions on the new funding models for Stranmillis
and St Mary’s university colleges?

The Minister for Employment and Learning: The
teacher-education review that Mr Ford’s question
referred to is a collaborative effort. We work closely
with officials from the Department of Education. The
Minister of Education and I have corresponded on
matters pertaining to the report. We must agree the
final content, and we will.

The Member will be aware that the number of initial
teacher-education training places is determined by the
Minister of Education. I determine the number of
non-teacher-education courses that are delivered in
colleges. My Department also provides resources for
colleges to operate on both initial teacher-education
places and non-initial teacher-education places. The
Department of Education usually gives me an indication
of those numbers in January of each year. When I
receive that indication, I will bring it to the House’s
attention.

Mr Attwood: I agree that this is not the
Government’s finest hour. Indeed, it is a sorry state of
affairs that — for four years before Mr Empey became
a Minister, and for 18 months since — two Government
Departments have not been able to complete the review.

Is there not a tension between the Minister’s
assertion that he and the Department of Education
cannot act unilaterally on a review of teacher training,
and the fact that Stranmillis University College and
Queen’s University acted unilaterally and tried to
bounce the rest of us into agreeing to the merger
proposal?

The Minister for Employment and Learning:
That was very well done — the Member for East
Londonderry will have to try harder. [Laughter.]

Mr Attwood knows that when it comes to a cross-
cutting issue, it is desirable for the Departments
concerned to work together and reach a conclusion. It
is also desirable that those conclusions be made
Executive policy, so that it becomes a Government-
wide issue; otherwise, people head off on tangents.

3.30 pm

To answer the Member’s second point, Stranmillis
University College and Queen’s University can come
together, but that does not constitute a decision on their
part. They can make a recommendation, but it is up to
the House to determine the outcome.
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Queen’s University and Stranmillis University
College have promised me an economic appraisal that
will be to the Treasury’s green book standards. I was
due to receive that at the end of July 2008, but I am yet
to receive it. When I receive it, I will have to study it,
as will the Department of Finance and Personnel. If, on
reaching a conclusion, we feel minded to go along
with the proposal, a Bill will be prepared. That Bill
will be subject to the full legislative process of the
House. As I have said many times, I have no plans or
intention for that Bill to proceed by accelerated passage.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Question 7 and question 8§
have been withdrawn.

Community Education

9. Mr McCarthy asked the Minister for Employment
and Learning what plans there are to accommodate the
continuity of community education without the burden
of accreditation and additional costs associated with
Further Education Colleges. (AQO 801/09)

The Minister for Employment and Learning: My
Department’s priority is to encourage learners to
follow courses that lead to qualifications that are
accredited on the national qualifications framework.
Such provision meets stringent quality criteria, the
needs of employers and learners, and is recognised by
employers and educational establishments at home and
abroad, thereby enabling learners’ progression.
However, I recognise that courses that are not on the
national qualifications framework meet the needs of
some learners; for example, some older learners and
some people with learning difficulties or disabilities.
Therefore, I confirm that around 5% of college
provision that my Department funds will go on courses
that are not on the national qualifications framework.

ENTERPRISE, TRADE AND
INVESTMENT

Renewable Emergy/PPS 18

1. Mr McKay asked the Minister of Enterprise,
Trade and Investment if she has met with the Minister

of the Environment to discuss renewable energy and
PPS 18. (AQO 764/09)

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and Investment
(Mrs Foster): On 23 September, the Minister of the
Environment and I met to discuss those matters. As the
Member knows, renewable-energy development is a
highly important objective for my Department, and for
Northern Ireland as a whole, if we are to reduce our
exposure to the supply uncertainties and price

volatility that are associated with the current energy
market. In that regard, planning policy statement (PPS)
18 is helpful in reducing barriers to the development of
renewable energy by adopting a presumption in favour
of wind generation.

Our meeting particularly focused on the proposed
supplementary guidance to PPS 18, which is intended
to ensure that adequate protection be given to our
valuable landscape through the appropriate siting of
wind turbines. As with so many such considerations, it
will be important to strike a balance between security
and sustainability of our energy supply with
affordability and environmental protection.

Mr McKay: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. I thank the Minister for her answer. Does
she believe that energy policy, either through the
Department of the Environment or the Department of
Enterprise, Trade and Investment, should
accommodate and promote local community and
domestically based energy provision more than a
larger, centralised model of energy provision?

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment: We want all those types of energy
provision. My Department has promoted domestic
energy, but we also know that, in order to meet our
European Union targets, a step change is needed on
renewable energy. Therefore, we are firmly
considering new tidal renewable energy; we have
initiated a strategic environmental assessment on it.
We are working with the wind industry to determine
what more can be done with that type of energy. We
want everyone to play their part when it comes to
using renewable energy in future.

Mr Ford: The Minister referred to a presumption in
favour of wind energy under PPS 18, but several
people in the industry say that the supplementary
guidance, of which she may have had some knowledge
in her previous occupation, provides a presumption
against wind energy in a large portion of Northern
Ireland. Has the Department of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment taken any view on the necessity of ensuring
that wind energy is not developed merely in two or
three tiny areas but is available for the benefit of
Northern Ireland on a wider scale?

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment: I take it from that that the Member wants
us to move outside of Fermanagh and South Tyrone. I
assure him that we will. On a more serious note, PPS
18 has a presumption in favour of wind energy, but the
Member is right to say that there have been difficulties
with the supplementary planning guidance. I stress to
him that, as its name suggests, that is guidance, not the
planning policy.

I am aware of ongoing discussions and negotiations
within the industry and between officials in my
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Department and their counterparts in the Department
of the Environment. The Member knows that turbine
height appears to be the biggest problem. The guidance
has a specific remit in relation to that issue. I want a
degree of flexibility on turbine heights. I know that
those discussions are continuing and I hope that they
will bear fruit.

Mrs D Kelly: The Minister will be aware of a
recent debate on climate change, and I assume that she
does not necessarily share the views of her colleague,
the Minister of the Environment. There was broad
agreement across the Chamber that one of the ways to
encourage the use of renewable energy was to use
grants as a carrot approach, as well as using a stick.
Will the Minister outline what incentives her
Department proposes to offer industries to encourage
them to use renewable energy?

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment: The main way that renewable energy is
incentivised is through the Northern Ireland
renewables obligation: that will continue. Indeed, there
will be a consultation about it very soon. Scotland is
also considering the issue, and what it consults on
must tie in with what we do, in particular, in relation to
tidal resources. It would be out of step for Scotland to
offer more renewables obligation certificates for tidal
energy than Northern Ireland. It will be important that
there is joined-up Government between Northern
Ireland and Scotland in that regard.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Question 2 has been withdrawn.
All-Ireland Economy

3. Mr Butler asked the Minister of Enterprise,
Trade and Investment to outline her strategy to develop
an all-Ireland economy. (AQO 752/09)

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and Investment:
My Department works with the Republic of Ireland in
areas that are mutually beneficial and in situations in
which there is a sound economic basis for so doing.
Recent events have shown that there is now a global
economy and that it is important to develop strong
economic links with the rest of the world and not focus
solely on our closest neighbour.

Mr Butler: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. Ba mhaith liom mo bhuiochas a thabhairt
don Aire as an threagra sin. I thank the Minister for
that answer.

The Minister recently announced an independent
review of economic policy. The terms of reference
were given to the Committee for Enterprise, Trade and
Investment. However, they contain only one small
reference to North/South. They also mention the
Varney Review, which contained a number of

submissions about an all-Ireland economy and about
the development of a joined-up approach, in particular,
between development agencies in the North and in the
South and with the Irish Government.

Mr Deputy Speaker: The Member must ask a
question.

Mr Butler: In the present economic climate, what is
the Minister doing to ensure that those links —
particularly between IDA Ireland and Invest NI — are
strengthened?

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and Investment:
I believe that the Member is referring to the terms of
reference for the review of Invest NI and economic
policy. It is a consequence of the Varney Review and
of the need to examine that area, and the Department is
happy to do so. As the Member said, the terms of
reference have been shared with the Committee and I
look forward to its response on the remit and terms of
reference.

As I said in my answer to the Member’s preliminary
question, Northern Ireland is operating in a global
economy, and it would be very short-sighted to put all
our focus on looking southwards. At present, the
border actually makes good economic sense for people
living in Northern Ireland because the recent decline in
sterling against the Euro helps improve the
competitiveness of local exports. Thirty per cent of
Northern Ireland’s sales outside the UK go to the
Republic of Ireland. Therefore, the border helps
companies in Northern Ireland to export their goods. I
hope that that will offset some of the negative impacts
that companies face due to the present global and
national economic situation.

Mr Hamilton: The Minister knows that all
indications are that the Northern Ireland economy will
grow this year, albeit by a small amount. However, |
was reminded at the weekend that J K Galbraith said:

“The only function of economic forecasting is to make astrology
look respectable.”

What analysis has her Department carried out on the
effect of the recession on the once Celtic tiger economy
of the South, and how will it affect Northern Ireland?

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and Investment:
Although things have been going well for us and the
economy has been growing over the past 10 years, we
will face a downturn, as will most economies; however,
we are not officially in a recession. According to
forecasts that have been given to my Department, the
economy will continue to grow next year, albeit at a
very slow rate; but it is still growth and we should take
some comfort from that. I have always been of the
opinion that we must not talk ourselves into a recession,
but rather that we should deal with the realities of
Northern Ireland’s economy. Therefore, there will be
growth next year, albeit a small amount.

144



Monday 20 October 2008

Oral Answers

Mr Armstrong: In the light of the downturn in the
economic situation in the Republic of Ireland, does the
Minister agree that Northern Ireland is in a far stronger
economic position while it remains joined to the rest of
the United Kingdom — the fifth-largest economy in
the world — than would be the case if we were in an
all-Ireland arrangement? Does she agree that North/
South economic activity is important, but it can never
been at the expense of a United Kingdom linkage?

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and Investment:
The short answer is yes. GB remains the destination
for most of our external sales, some 55%. When we
talk about “North/Southery”, it is important to
remember that the east-west links remain the most
important to Northern Ireland’s economy.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Questions 4 and 5 have been
withdrawn.

Global Economic Downturn

6. Mr Gardiner asked the Minister of Enterprise,
Trade and Investment what implications the global
economic downturn will have on the Programme for
Government’s target of 300 companies exporting to
Great Britain. (AQO 718/09)

Global Economic Downturn

10. Rev Dr Robert Coulter asked the Minister of
Enterprise, Trade and Investment what implications the
global economic downturn will have on the Programme
for Government’s target of 45 new business start-ups
exporting outside the United Kingdom. (AQO 717/09)

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and Investment:
With your permission, Mr Deputy Speaker, I will
answer questions 6 and 10 together. The economic
environment is much more challenging than it has
been for some time, making it exceptionally difficult to
forecast with any degree of confidence. With the
slowdown in the global economy reflecting turbulence
in the financial markets, there are inevitable
implications for the wider regional economy.

The Programme for Government’s target of 300
businesses exporting to Great Britain relates to the
next three years up to 2011. The target for the current
year is 100 businesses, against which Invest NI has
assisted 40 new businesses to date, and work is
ongoing with a further 30 entrepreneurs. Similarly, a
three-year target has been set for 45 new business
start-ups exporting outside the UK. Against this year’s
target of 15 new business start-ups, Invest NI has
supported seven to date, and the pipeline of
prospective cases is quite healthy, with ongoing
discussions involving 12 potential new businesses.

Although Invest NI's performance in the first half of
the year has been largely on track, the prevailing
conditions will inevitably make achieving those
three-year targets much more challenging, particularly
as they begin to affect the ability of start-up and small
businesses to grow outside Northern Ireland. Against
that, the Northern Ireland value proposition for foreign
direct investment remains strong.

Invest NI continues to target companies wishing to
avail of well-qualified and talented people in a cost-
competitive, pro-business operating environment that
is both culturally compatible and close to its
customers. That approach has been very successful to
date, with the software sector in particular achieving
rapid growth. Employment in the sector has grown by
more than 60% since 2002, reaching 13,000 in 2004.
Forecasts predict that by 2021, the sector in Northern
Ireland will employ about 20,000 people.

Software companies continue to invest here despite
the current climate. Last week, for example, I
announced that north American telecommunications
company BTI Systems Inc is establishing a £6 million
European headquarters in Northern Ireland. That
investment, which is supported by Invest NI, will
promote 60 high-quality software engineering jobs,
generating more than £2-2 million annually in wages
and salaries for the local economy.

Invest NI’s existing client companies also benefit
significantly from its ongoing market visit programme,
which encourages and supports opportunities to begin,
as first-time exporters, to expand their presence in
existing overseas markets or to enter new ones. Invest
NI’s programme for the current year is particularly
comprehensive, offering clients the opportunity to
explore business opportunities in more than 20 countries
worldwide. Therefore, I assure the Member that,
against this difficult economic backdrop, Invest NI is
continuing to work extensively with companies and
entrepreneurs whose business strategies and investment
decisions are essential to progressing towards the
targets in the Executive’s Programme for Government.

3.45 pm

Mr Gardiner: I thank the Minister for her
comprehensive answer. Are there any other strategies
that she can put in place in order to assist small and
medium-sized businesses, which are the backbone of
our economy?

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and Investment:
I concur with the Member; those businesses are the
backbone of our economy. My Department has taken
several actions, in conjunction with Invest NI, to help
companies to manage the economic downturn in
response to the current circumstances. For example,
Invest NI held two awareness seminars at the end of
September 2008 in Belfast and Cookstown to offer
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specialist advice to businesses. | attended the Belfast
event and announced a £5 million accelerated support
fund, which offers fast-track advice and assistance to
businesses that are feeling the impact of the current
economic circumstances on their competitiveness.

Cash flow is one of the biggest issues for our small
indigenous companies. The fund also provides
companies with an opportunity to take up five days’
free on-site diagnostic support. Businesses can tap into
the £5 million fund for particular projects that will help
them to get over the current economic difficulties.

I was pleased with the number of businesses that
attended those events. From what I have heard, they
are working very well.

Rev Dr Robert Coulter: I thank the Minister for
her answer. Will she outline what new initiatives she
has proposed in talks with the Minister of Finance and
Personnel that will help small businesses in this time
of economic crisis?

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and Investment:
As well as the £5 million that was made available to
Invest NI, which I have just mentioned, £4-9 million
was made available to the Carbon Trust in order to
deal with energy efficiency. Not surprisingly, energy
prices are still a huge issue for some of our small
companies and, indeed, for some of our larger
companies. That money was well spent, and, as I said
in reply to a question from the Chairperson of the
Committee for Enterprise, Trade and Investment, if
there is a need to re-examine that funding, I will be
happy to do so.

I am sometimes asked about what is being done for
companies that are not Invest NI clients. My Department
has added a new section to the nibusinessinfo.co.uk
website, entitled ‘Beat the Credit Crunch’, which
provides practical advice and guidance on managing
finance and taking steps to improving efficiency.
Members would do well to look at that website,
because it is comprehensive and contains a great deal
of good advice for businesses. However, I have made
it clear that, if there is a need to advertise that website,
I will be happy to do so.

Mr Durkan: The Minister has anticipated one part
of my question with regard to non-INI client companies,
and I am glad to hear that that matter will be kept
under review. In the context of the global downturn,
will the Minister, her Department and the Department
of Finance and Personnel examine the circumstances
of many businesses that are being levied with rates
charges for empty properties? In many cases, those
properties are empty not as a result of any calculation
on the part of the business concerned to bank property
or to blight areas for others but simply because market
conditions dictate that they do not have the tenants or
the business to occupy those premises.

The impact of the additional rates burden on empty
properties is making a difference for some businesses
in the choices that they are making with regard to
payrolls. Will the Minister address that issue?

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and Investment:
I thank the Chairperson of the Committee for
Enterprise, Trade and Investment for his comments.
Invest NI and the Department are conscious of the
importance, and the impact, of global economic
conditions and the effect that the situation is having on
the decisions that businesspeople have to make for
their companies. Companies are tightening their belts
and increasing their focus on cost containment. If Mr
Durkan sets out his concerns in more detail, I will be
happy to have a discussion with him.

Mr McLaughlin: Go raibh maith agat, a
LeasCheann Combhairle. The Minister has very
helpfully addressed the point that I was going to make,
but I want to press a particular issue. In noting the
original question, I welcome the fact that there were no
sounds of heads falling off when exporting from here
to Great Britain was mentioned. My point focuses on
the small and medium-sized enterprises and the social
economy enterprises. Will the Minister go a step
further than she has indicated, by ensuring that equal
focus and attention is given to those sectors, given the
global economic downturn? Those sectors have been
the stable part of the economy and, in the current
circumstances, represent the best chance of growing
the economy.

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and Investment:
I thank the Member for his question. I was very
pleased to attend the Bryson Charitable Group’s AGM
this year, at which there was talk about growth and
more employment for that sector — therefore, the
social economy is very important to my Department. A
draft social economy strategy will, I think this week,
be sent to the Committee for Enterprise, Trade and
Investment for consideration. It is vitally important
that we deal with that sector because, when we are in
difficult times, it is often that sector that grows, and,
therefore, I appreciate the value of it.

Home Tourism Market

7. Mr McCallister asked the Minister of Enterprise,
Trade and Investment, given the current downturn in
the economy, what plans the Northern Ireland Tourist
Board has to focus on the home market to encourage
potential holiday makers to stay and holiday in
Northern Ireland. (AQO 720/09)

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and Investment:
The Northern Ireland Tourist Board (NITB) undertakes
a year-round calendar of activities to promote Northern
Ireland to both the domestic and Republic of Ireland
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markets through a series of marketing campaigns and
PR. In 2008 NITB ran a campaign solely targeted at
the domestic market. It included press advertising,
leaflet distribution, PR and web promotion, all
designed to encourage Northern Ireland residents to
take a holiday or day trip at home. NITB has also just
launched an autumn campaign in both Northern
Ireland and the Republic of Ireland which will run
until the Christmas period, and will include press
advertising, web promotion, radio, outdoor advertising,
direct mail and PR.

Mr McCallister: I welcome the Minister’s answer.

I further stress the importance of this issue, and ask the
Minister to make sure that all is being done to promote
Northern Ireland in light of the economic downturn, so
that residents of Northern Ireland can explore the
natural beauty of our countryside and enjoy our inland
waterways and, especially, our hospitality, particularly
in south Down.

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and Investment:
I was wondering when the advertisement would sneak
in, but there it is. NITB is aware of the potential of the
Northern Ireland and Republic of Ireland markets — it
is an issue that I have raised directly with that organisation.
It has recently conducted a review of those areas,
which demonstrated that there was potential in both
the Republic of Ireland market and the home market in
Northern Ireland. The Republic of Ireland is a major
source of untapped growth potential, and that is a job
for the Northern Ireland Tourist Board, as we develop
the five signature projects, in one of which I know that
the Member will be particularly interested. We are
pressing ahead with all five of those projects.

Mr Shannon: It is always a pleasure to go to south
Down, and it is even more of a pleasure to go through
Strangford to get there. Has the Minister any plans to
change the delivery of tourism at a local level in light
of the changes proposed in the review of public
administration (RPA), due to be implemented in 2011?

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and Investment:
I rarely go through Strangford to get to Newry and
Mourne, but I will try it the next time to see if it is a
better route. The Member mentioned the RPA, and he
will know my view, given my previous ministerial
position, that it is vitally important to achieve the
buy-in of the new local councils in relation to issues
such as tourism. It is an area that [ am currently
considering, to see how we can improve the buy-in of
local people and local councils. I recently had the
opportunity to attend a very good tourism conference
hosted by Newry and Mourne District Council, and |
hope that there will be more such buy-ins by the local
councils in the future. It is certainly an area that I want
to explore.

Mrs McGill: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. I thank the Minister for her response to Mr
McCallister, who mentioned south Down.

I ask the Minister for reassurance that County
Tyrone and in particular areas of west Tyrone,
including the Glenelly Valley, Omagh, Gortin and
Greencastle, will get their fair share of promotion by
NITB. I ask that question because I have raised that
issue and will raise it again with NITB. I seek
reassurance from the Minister that those areas will get
their fair share of promotion, because my constituents
have raised that issue.

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and Investment:
This is rapidly becoming a tour around Northern
Ireland. The Member knows where I am from and,
therefore, my position on the issue. I assure her that all
parts of Northern Ireland must get their fair share of
promotion, because each part of Northern Ireland
offers a different product, quality and experience to
tourists. The five signature projects remain the driver
for the Northern Ireland Tourist Board, and the
Member will be aware of them. Although a signature
project is not located right beside west Tyrone, the area
will see the benefit of those projects. Fermanagh,
where I live, should have had its own signature project,
and although it does not have one, I believe that it will
see the benefit of them.

I mentioned local government and councils because
they will have an increasing role to play in tourism. |
hope that Members will encourage their councils to
become involved in any measure that we propose.

Credit Unions

8. Mr Brady asked the Minister of Enterprise,
Trade and Investment when she will take forward
proposals to provide credit unions with the same
financial powers as their counterparts in the Republic
of Ireland and England. (AQO 757/09)

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and Investment:
The Assembly’s Committee for Enterprise, Trade and
Investment is undertaking an inquiry into “The Role
and Potential of Credit Unions, and Opportunities and
Barriers in Northern Ireland”.

My Department has provided briefing papers to the
Committee on the regulatory framework that is applied
under transferred powers in respect of credit unions in
Northern Ireland. Likewise, the Financial Services
Authority has provided a paper, including briefing on
the legislative and regulatory framework that applies in
the United Kingdom.

I plan to await the outcome of the inquiry and will
give full and careful consideration to the Committee’s
views and recommendations in due course.
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Mr Brady: I thank the Minister for her answer.
With respect, the Minister’s tour could not be complete
without mentioning Newry and Armagh. I declare an
interest as a member of Newry credit union. In light of
the economic downturn, does the Minister think that
financial powers should be expedited, particularly in
light of people’s problems in accessing credit from banks?

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and Investment:
At present, there is no evidence to suggest that the
financial environment is having an adverse effect on
the credit union movement in Northern Ireland. The
Department and I put on record our appreciation of the
role and the work of credit unions throughout Northern
Ireland. [ am aware that there was a particular issue
about the Member’s credit union; however, I under-
stand that that issue has been resolved. I hope that that
credit union and all the others in Northern Ireland will
continue to provide their service to the community.

Mr Craig: I thank the Minister for her recognition
of the work of credit unions. The tour has finally arrived
in Lagan Valley. Will the Minister outline the number
of credit unions in Northern Ireland and detail how
much credit is outstanding in the credit union system?

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and Investment:
One hundred and eighty credit unions are registered in
Northern Ireland, and they have a total of £740 million
in deposits and £490 million in loans. That is not a bad
position in which to be. At present, the maximum
amount that credit unions can loan is £15,000. That
may not seem like much, but it provides a useful
service to many communities. However, the average
loan is around £3,000. Therefore, credit unions provide
a very good service to their communities.

4.00 pm

Mr Cree: Will the Minister outline her plans to
introduce public funding for credit unions in Northern
Ireland in line with the situation in Great Britain?

The Minister of Enterprise, Trade and Investment:
I am not aware that credit unions in Great Britain
receive public funding. However, they are regulated by
the Financial Services Authority, which does not
happen here. Likewise, the recent change in the
Republic of Ireland means that credit union branches
there are included in the state deposit guarantees.
Therefore, Northern Ireland is the only area in the
British Isles that is not covered by a statutory scheme,
which is something that the ETT Committee will report
to me on. I await its report, which I understand I will
receive in the near future.

PRIVATE MEMBERS’ BUSINESS
Strategy to Promote Safety in Communities

Debate resumed on amendment to motion:

That this Assembly calls for an inter-departmental, multi-
disciplinary strategy, informed by the Patten report and the Criminal
Justice Review report 2000, to include proposals on alcohol-related
crime and prolific offenders, aimed at reducing harm and promoting
safety in local communities, to be led by the First Minister and
deputy First Minister. — /Mr Adams.]

Which amendment was:

Leave out all after “Assembly” and insert

“recognises that offending and anti-social behaviour is often the
result of unmet, complex social, educational and health needs; and
calls for an inter-departmental, cross-sectional strategy, led by the
First Minister and deputy First Minister, that ensures safer
communities by addressing issues of poverty, poor health, low
educational achievement and lack of community and public
resources.” — [Ms Purvis.]

Mr McKay: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. Alcohol-related crime, drug-related crime
and antisocial behaviour have already left a scar on all
our communities. For many households, crime of that
nature is one of the major issues that they want elected
representatives to address, because it constitutes a
direct threat to homes, families and communities. My
colleague from West Belfast Mr Gerry Adams outlined
several examples of good practice in community
justice and making communities safer in other parts of
Ireland and across the water. [ will refer to an example
in Scotland.

Earlier this year, political representatives from all
the main parties on the Policing Board, and
independent members who are on the board, went to
Edinburgh to meet the Minister responsible for
policing and justice in Scotland, Kenny MacAskill.
The trip was very informative and highlighted the
potential of having policing and justice powers in this
institution.

Several politicians have said recently that policing
and justice is not a major issue for our communities.
That is the wrong position to take, because it is the
number one issue in many of our communities,
alongside, if not above, the economic downturn.

Kieran McCarthy from the Alliance Party referred
to drugs in Glasgow. The Scottish Administration have
taken that issue by the horns and have used their
initiative by providing the courts with drug treatment
and testing orders to deal with offenders who are
involved in serious drug misuse. That has delivered
results and has eliminated re-offending among 50% of
those who have participated. Drugs courts were also
introduced in Scotland, which have been held up as
models of good practice and have been copied in many
countries throughout Europe.
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The recent debate on the sale of alcohol to people
under 21 has caused a stir in Scotland, but at least the
Scottish Administration have the power to debate the
issue to the best of their ability. We cannot have that
debate to its fullest potential here until we have powers
of policing and justice, which will make a radical
difference to our communities. Dealing with policing
and justice issues is not something to put on the back
burner, because our communities will suffer as a result.

A properly thought-out strategy that examines
community safety with clear lines of responsibility is
required. The existing situation, with community
safety partnerships on the one hand, and district
policing partnerships on the other, is ridiculous. The
responsibilities of both groups should be brought
together into a single model.

We heard today, and in many debates over the past
few weeks, about the economic downturn and how it
affects all Departments in the Assembly. The downturn
will have a major affect on crime, and increasing
unemployment and poverty. Therefore, there needs to
be a greater urgency to the debate about addressing
community safety now in order to prepare for, and to
prevent, an increase in crime against the community.
There is no doubt that crime will increase over the next
year or two as a result of the economic and social
consequences of the economic downtown.

It is nonsense to suggest that people are not
interested in policing and justice. For example, I am
sure that members of the public would have far
preferred local politicians to have dealt with the matter
of 50% remission for sex offenders, rather than direct
rule Ministers, who made a mess of the issue. If that
had been in the hands of local politicians, we would
have dealt with it much more efficiently and with
greater urgency.

Therefore, it is not, as the Ulster Unionists suggested,
premature to discuss this issue, because it affects the
lives of all our constituents, and no elected representative
should neglect that fact. Go raibh maith agat.

Ms Purvis: The debate has been wide ranging, and
possibly the widest interpretation of a motion that [
have heard. A number of cross-cutting issues emerged.
Nelson McCausland spoke of the issues being societal
and related to family, community and the legacy of the
conflict. Danny Kennedy said that the motion was
unclear, but that it was justice-focused.

Alex Attwood said that there was a need for a
multidisciplinary and interdepartmental approach, and
outlined the problems with a key element of the
criminal justice system, namely, the Public Prosecution
Service. I wonder what Kieran McCarthy will do when
he has no more paramilitaries to blame.

Jim Shannon spoke about the issues in his
constituency, and how they need to be addressed by

education programmes that provide options for young
people. That goes to the heart of the amendment,
which is about addressing the causes of offending
behaviour through support, advice and co-ordination.

Martina Anderson talked about individual cases and
difficulties with the criminal justice system. However,
looking at the criminal justice system alone will not
deal with the causes of harmful behaviour. What is
needed is a multi-departmental approach.

Other Members spoke about Sinn Féin and the
devolution of policing and justice, the need for support
for the police and the rule of law. That is not in
question. However, the criminal justice system and the
police will not resolve the issues. They are complex;
offending behaviour comes from unmet needs that are
the root cause of harmful, offending behaviour in the
community.

The Assembly can give a lead and assist the
criminal justice system and the PSNI by developing
and implementing an interdepartmental, cross-sectoral
strategy in order to address the causes of offending
behaviour. We heard from Members about how
Departments can play their role with regard to education,
social development and health. The criminal justice
system cannot do that on its own.

The motion does not go far enough. It looks at
punitive measures and not at the causes. If we do not
start to address the causes of harmful, offending
behaviour, we are stacking it up for ever. The criminal
justice system cannot do this on its own, but the
Assembly can.

I support the amendment.

Mr A Maskey: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combairle. I thank all those Members who participated
in the debate. I thank, too, those who tabled the
motion, and Dawn Purvis for proposing an amendment.

Dawn Purvis’s contribution in support of her
amendment echoed the contributions of Members from
all other parties, which show that the Assembly is
conscious that those interrelated difficulties depend on
other factors in order to be tackled effectively.

The motion calls for an interdepartmental and
multidisciplinary strategy that is informed by the
Patten Report and the Criminal Justice Review report.
The strategy must include proposals to deal with
alcohol-related crime and prolific offenders. Essentially,
its aim is to reduce harm and to promote safety in local
communities. It calls for that particular strategy to be
led by the First Minister and the deputy First Minister.

When Gerry Adams moved the motion, he made it
clear that he endorses and supports fully the
amendment’s intention. However, although it is not its
intention the amendment goes, unfortunately, in the
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opposite direction to the motion. It makes no reference
whatsoever to the criminal justice system.

My party’s concern, and an acute concern of
everyone in the community, is that, often, the public
equates rehabilitative work with young people and
support for families with the lack of an assurance that
a punishment will fit a crime or that there will
sanctions for people who become a burden to their
communities. Therefore, the Assembly must not,
through adopting the amendment, send out the wrong
message, which is that it does not recognise the need
for appropriate sanctions to be taken against people
who offend in the community.

From the outset, I want to point out that the motion
does not refer to young people. It is unfortunate that
when most people hear about crime and antisocial
behaviour, they automatically assume that it involves
young people or that it is the exclusive preserve of
young people. All public representatives will
acknowledge that, periodically, people from every
walk of life are involved in criminal activity or
antisocial behaviour. It is not particularly rare to hear
about people from professional backgrounds who are
drunk and disorderly at public events, for example, and
who let themselves down. They certainly do not come
from marginalised or deprived backgrounds.

All Members who contributed to the debate,
particularly the mover of the motion and supporting
colleagues, have said clearly that they fully recognise
that to resort to the criminal justice system is not the
only way to tackle prolific offending, antisocial
behaviour, and so on — far from it. My party is
wedded and totally committed to the need to ensure
that anti-poverty measures are in place; that support is
available to families; and that young people, in
particular, can, as much as possible, be diverted away
from the criminal justice system and, therefore, do not
end up in it. Evidence shows that once young people
become involved with the criminal justice system, they
are more likely to end up in it again than they would if
they had been diverted away from it at an early stage.

The motion is not designed to deal exclusively with
young people. It aims to deal with issues that all
elected representatives encounter in their
constituencies on a daily basis. The motion aims to
locate a co-ordinated approach in OFMDFM that will
leave to the criminal justice system the matters for
which it is responsible. When I refer to the criminal
justice system, I refer to it in its entirety — hopefully,
in the context of the transfer of policing and justice
powers to locally elected representatives. That will add
to the array of democratically accountable institutions,
such as the Policing Board, district policing
partnerships and the plethora of local arrangements
that people in many communities have with the police
in order to tackle those problems at their source.

Therefore, my party agrees with the motion and the
intention behind the amendment. A comprehensive and
holistic approach is needed in order to tackle many of
those issues that have, unfortunately, become a scourge
and a serious burden for many communities.

4.15 pm

We recognise that it is not just a matter of dealing
with the issues on an anti-poverty basis, by providing
support for families, or by making sure that the
criminal justice system and the various other statutory
agencies employ all of the appropriate diversionary
measures, particularly, but not exclusively, for young
people. We must send a message to hard-pressed
communities that there will be sanctions for offenders,
particularly repeat offenders.

I am very pleased that none of the Members who
spoke discounted the motion or criticised its import.
The odd, silly remark was made about matters that are
far too important to be drawn into a point-scoring
exercise, so I will not even address those. All Members
who spoke recognised the validity of the content of the
motion as being among a range of issues that affect all
the communities that we collectively represent.

For Sinn Féin, the amendment, unfortunately, does
not go far enough. However, it does have proper intent,
and Dawn Purvis spoke well in support of it. I suggest
that she does not take issue with the substantive
motion, and she recognised some of the implicit
elements that Gerry Adams went some considerable
way to clarify.

We do not want to fall out over not supporting the
amendment, but we feel that, were the amended
motion to be carried, it would send out a very negative
signal to many people in our community. People in our
community need to hear that we, as elected
representatives, are fully cognisant of the problems
that beleaguered communities often have to face.
There is no quick fix for many of those problems. We
are fully aware that there is often a clear link between
levels of deprivation and marginalisation, particularly
within working-class communities. However, crime
and antisocial behaviour go well beyond those
communities; there is no stereotypical criminal.

In proposing the motion, Sinn Féin is very clear that
a comprehensive approach is required to support
young people; to create the appropriate and necessary
anti-poverty and equality-related strategies; and to give
appropriate measures of support to those families who
need it. The community needs to hear that we are all
fully aware that safeguards against offenders are
necessary, particularly against those who have the
propensity to offend repeatedly. Unfortunately, we
have heard, all too often, of the crimes that are
committed within our community. For example, just
last week, we heard about a sex offence. That sort of
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crime has been a plague in South Belfast and other
areas. In another case, a young woman had her car
hijacked on a main road in broad daylight.

I thank all who participated in the debate; |
appreciate very much that no one rejected the motion
and that its validity was recognised. Sinn Féin accepts
entirely the intent behind the amendment, but, because
it makes no reference whatsoever to the criminal
justice system, we cannot support it — it would send
out an extremely negative and worrying message to the
wider community. We are willing, however, to take on
board the amendment’s intent and content.

This debate is only the start. Even if the transfer of
policing and justice powers were to take place tomorrow,
or if those powers were to be given to OFMDFM, this
debate would mark the start of our work, not the end, and
it is certainly not definitive. Go raibh mile maith agat.

Question, that the amendment be made, put and
negatived.

Main Question put and agreed to.
Resolved:

That this Assembly calls for an inter-departmental, multi-
disciplinary strategy, informed by the Patten report and the Criminal
Justice Review report 2000, to include proposals on alcohol-related
crime and prolific offenders, aimed at reducing harm and promoting
safety in local communities, to be led by the First Minister and
deputy First Minister.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Members may take their ease
for a few minutes before the next item of debate.

(Mr Speaker in the Chair)

PRIVATE MEMBERS’ BUSINESS
Removal of the Over-30-Months Status

Mr Speaker: I have been advised that the Minister
for Regional Development, Mr Conor Murphy, will
respond to the motion on behalf of the Minister of
Agriculture and Rural Development. 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 Poots: I beg to move

That this Assembly calls on the Minister of Agriculture and
Rural Development to take immediate steps to remove the
Over-30-Months status from cattle entering the food chain.

Given the situation in the rest of Europe and the review
being carried out by the Food Standards Agency (FSA),
it is particularly relevant that I bring the motion to the
House today. The Minister must take the lead in
ensuring that we do not fall behind Europe once again
in the status of our produce. She must ensure that
Northern Ireland is at the forefront of Europe in
marketing its quality produce.

I will outline a brief history of how Northern Ireland
came to be in the current situation. In the 1980s and
1990s, food scares were the norm, with “listeria
hysteria”, as it was called, salmonella in eggs and
BSE. BSE was, by far, the worst food scare and caused
huge — and justifiable —public concern. Evidence of
BSE first appeared in the 1980s, mostly in the latter part
of that decade, and grew rapidly in the 1990s. Concern
that BSE could be transmitted to humans became
public, and in the mid-1990s, the emergence of new
variant CJD provided clearer evidence to support that.

From mid-1995 to March 1996, that concern grew
rapidly, and action was taken because it was believed
that new variant CJD was transmitted from infected
meat. Public concern was exploited by some attention-
seekers who spoke as scientists but did not base their
analysis on facts. Tabloid headlines warned that a
generation could be wiped out, or that it was
anticipated that 100,000 people would die each year,
and they caused the public to be genuinely concerned
about the safety of eating beef.

On the back of that concern, several steps were
taken, and some, such as the removal of meat-and-
bone meal from animal feed, were scientifically based.
However, the ban on beef from animals more than 30
months old being used for public consumption was
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introduced despite evidence that BSE did not normally
kick in until cattle were approximately five or six years
old — although, in exceptional cases, younger animals
could be affected.

I have no doubt that when John Major announced
the ban on public consumption of cattle over 30
months of age, he was attempting to instil public
confidence in beef consumption. However, that ban
has lasted more than 10 years, has led to the
incineration of tens of thousands of animals that would
have been fit for human consumption, and has cost the
Government billions of pounds. Bearing in mind that
thousands of people in the world are starving, it was
wrong to slaughter and incinerate so many animals that
could have been eaten.

Over the past 12 years, approximately 150 people
have died since the emergence of new variant CJD.
Every one of those deaths is a tragedy. Given the
nature of the disease, those deaths have been
debilitating and undignified. However, we must
approach the issue in a proportional manner. The
Government have spent less money on fighting other
illnesses, such as cancer, and we must adopt a wise
approach. Therefore, sensible and rational measures,
such as removing meat and bonemeal from the food
chain, and not using animals that were born before
1996, will facilitate progress.

Therefore, I support the Food Standards Agency,
which, in conjunction with the Spongiform
Encephalopathy Advisory Committee, stated last week:

“The increased risks to human health estimated by the model
from raising the age at which healthy slaughtered cattle are tested
for BSE (up to 60 months, the highest age modelled) are very small.
The model estimates that much less than one BSE case would be
missed annually in the Great Britain herd by increasing the age of
testing to 60 months for the healthy slaughter surveillance stream.”

Therefore, support for the motion will not put public
health at risk. It is a proportional response to a measure
that was introduced many years ago. In 2008, to date,
two animals have tested positive for BSE in Northern
Ireland. Those animals are, normally, much older than
60 months.

We must make progress. The issue has cost the
public purse approximately £3 billion. Furthermore,
the ban has cost the agricultural community not only
money, but lives. It is a tragic fact that many farmers in
the United Kingdom have taken their own lives since
the ban was imposed. Those farmers feared for the
future of their businesses, and committed suicide.
Members must bear that in mind.

The European Commission intends to introduce a
48-months testing regime, and the Assembly and the
Minister must ensure that we are not left behind again.

4.30 pm

When we were first excluded from exporting meat
in 1996, no one would have believed that it would take
us almost 10 years to get back into the export market;
however, that is the reality. We cannot afford to hang
back and allow the other EU countries to move ahead
of us. We must ensure that beef from Northern Ireland
has the same status as beef from the rest of the EU
countries.

Some supermarkets have indicated that they wish to
continue to mark down the price of beef that is over 30
months old. For anyone who does not know, prime
beef is prime beef whether it is 30 months and two
days old, or 29 months and 28 days old. It should be
put on the shelves at the same price. It is likely that
older animals were produced in a more healthy way,
using fewer compounds and a more grass-based diet.
That is a more natural form of production. If
supermarkets did right by their customers, they would
offer farmers more for a product that was produced by
exclusively grass-based means, as opposed to
penalising farmers who wish to operate that system.

We must make it clear to supermarkets that it is
wholly wrong for them to go down their chosen route.
The Government say that meat over 30 months of age
is safe — a position that is backed up by the Food
Standards Agency, the Spongiform Encephalopathy
Advisory Committee (SEAC) and the European
Commission. The supermarkets stand alone in
reducing the price of that meat, and their only reason is
not to pass the saving to customers, but to bolster their
coffers. Farmers currently receive approximately
£20-£30 less for each animal once it reaches 30
months. Supermarkets must take that on board.

A decision on the matter is long overdue. In the
public interest, Northern Ireland and the rest of the
United Kingdom must move forward and away from
BSE, allow that tragic piece of history in our food-
production era to pass and — thankfully — consign it
to the annals of history.

Mr Doherty: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle. I support the motion, but I do so rather
reluctantly, as I find it rather silly and futile. Anyone
who is aware of these issues knows — or should know
— that the EU Commission intends to change the
over-30-months status to over 48 months from 1
January 2009. In the meantime, the Department of
Agriculture and Rural Development (DARD) must
engage in dialogue and understanding with the Food
Standards Agency, which is in the remit of the Health
Department. That is currently taking place. I find the
motion unnecessary as it is quite clear that the work to
bring about the necessary change is ongoing.

Mr Savage: I support the motion. From the outset, |
stress that the Ulster Unionist Party is fully supportive
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of the calls to remove the over-30-months status, as it
is an unnecessary hangover from the BSE era.

In March 1996, the over-30-months rule was intro-
duced as a control that was aimed at protecting the
public health during the BSE crisis. The Food Standards
Agency reviewed the over-30-months rule in July 2002
to consider whether it was still appropriate in light of
the BSE epidemic. The agency’s review was assisted
by two committees — a joint SEAC and FSA risk-
assessment group and a core stakeholder group, which
represented a range of stakeholders, including the
farming and meat industries, and consumers.

In July 2003, the Food Standards Agency board
advised Ministers that a move to replace the over-30-
months rule by testing all of the over-30-months cattle
that went through UK abattoirs was justified on the
grounds of public health risk in relation to food and
proportionality.

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

In addition, the Food Standards Agency advised
Ministers not to change the over-30-months rule until
they were satisfied that the necessary arrangements
had been implemented.

European rural affairs Ministers later decided that
all cattle born or reared in the UK before 1 August
1996 should be permanently excluded from the food
chain. In July 2004, the Food Standards Agency’s
board advised Ministers that replacing the over-30-
months rule by BSE-testing cattle born on or before 1
August 1996 continued to be justified on grounds of
risk to the consumer.

In light of the FSA’s advice, on 1 December 2004,
the Government announced the start of a managed
transition from the over-30-months rule to a robust
BSE-testing system for cattle aged over 30 months and
born on or after 1 August 1996. An independent
advisory group was established to assist the Food
Standards Agency in advising Ministers about the
robustness of testing. On 15 August 2005, the Food
Standards Agency board considered evidence from the
independent advisory group that a BSE-testing regime
would be robust if it were to be effectively
implemented, complied with and enforced.

On 7 September 2005, the Deputy Prime Minister
gave the Committee on Domestic Affairs clearance to
replace the over-30-months rule with a system of
testing over-30-months cattle for BSE. From
November 2005, the over-30-months rule was replaced
by a testing system for cattle born or reared in the UK
after 1 August 1996. That testing regime complies with
EU rules that came into effect in 2003 and it limits the
amount of state aid that member states may contribute
towards the cost of BSE testing of cattle for human
consumption to £27 a head.

Parallel legislation was to be introduced in all UK
regions by their respective Administrations.
Consequently, from 7 November 2005, the Food
Standards Agency introduced measures in Northern
Ireland to keep DARD-licensed slaughterhouses under
tighter control. Animals over 30-months old may be
slaughtered as long as they have achieved a negative
TB-test result.

This matter has gone on for far too long. Since the
over-30-months rule was introduced in 1996,
incidences of BSE have continued to decline, the
number of BSE cases in most EU-member states has
almost halved and no new cases have been registered
in 14 of the 27 member states. Ending the over-30-
months rule was considered to pose only a minimal
risk, and a realistic estimate of that risk was claimed to
be less than one additional variant CJD case in the next
60 years.

In September 2008, the European Commission
revealed that it will increase the BSE-testing age for
cattle to 48 months. Many people from the Ulster
Farmers’ Union (UFU) and in farming organisations
realise that that is essential.

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

Mr Savage: | support the motion; it is long overdue.
We do not wish to lose the foreign markets that have
been established over years, and it is now time to make
progress.

Mr P J Bradley: | have no difficulty in identifying
with the motion’s principle aims; however, given that
we have just heard about how recent amendments to
EU legislation allow member states to apply to reduce
their BSE-monitoring programmes, it is solely up to
the UK Government to pursue this matter.

The motion calls for the Minister of Agriculture and
Rural Development to take immediate steps to remove
the over-30-months status for cattle entering the food
chain; however, that will come about only if
Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs
(DEFRA) and the UK Government apply to have the
testing age increased to 48 months.

Before making the necessary approaches to Europe,
the UK Government should seek to extend the testing
period from 30 months to 60 months. That figure is the
result of analysis by the European Food Safety
Authority’s veterinary laboratories, which indicated
that increasing the age at which cattle may be
slaughtered for human consumption, and are tested for
BSE, from 30 months to 48 or 60 months would be
unlikely to result in any test-positive cattle being missed.

The sentiments expressed in the motion by my
fellow Committee members Edwin Poots and Trevor
Clarke are in keeping with what DARD, the Committee
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for Agriculture and Rural Development, the UFU,
Northern Ireland Agricultural Producers Association
and the livestock industry dearly wish to happen.

If the change from 30 months to 48 or 60 months
comes about, that should give the meat industry
economic benefits. The cost of producing meat would
be reduced, which should — I use that word carefully
— result in producers receiving slightly higher
payments for their cattle.

Unfortunately, our farming industry remains at the
mercy of the UK Government on such issues, and until
an all-island agriculture industry is established, similar
in principle to the agency that promotes all-island
tourism, our farmers will have little choice but to await
whatever benefits come their way, courtesy of the UK
Government. However, we all know that Government’s
support for farming, even in England, makes miserable
reading. Indeed, the record of support for agriculture
from British MEPs is even worse. One has only to look
at the British-driven proposal on pesticides to confirm
that view.

In the past, there has been considerable reluctance
from Britain to the adjustment of BSE controls. However,
as Mr Poots detailed, the industry should take some
encouragement from the positive soundings of the
report on the BSE debate that took place at the meeting
of the Foods Standards Agency on 15 October 2008.

However, should the UK Government fail to pursue
the EU offer fully, we may need to seek regional status
to secure better deals for the livestock industry. To
acquire such status requires the support of the
Westminster Government, and that Government know
only too well that Scotland and Wales are waiting in
the wings, watching everything that happens in the
various regions of the United Kingdom.

I refer to regional status because of our good record
on BSE. As far as [ am aware, over the past three
years, there has been only one positive test for BSE in
an over-30-months animal that was slaughtered for
human consumption. Therefore, it may be possible to
attain special recognition in Europe.

The motion is directed towards DARD. However, if,
as expected, the motion is unanimously supported in
the Assembly today, DEFRA, the Foods Standards
Agency and the UK Department of Health must be told
of the united political front among stakeholders in
Northern Ireland in the quest to have the over-30-months
status removed from cattle entering the food chain.

The EU agreement to raise the testing age to 40
months will not be straightforward. Indeed, are any EU
regulations straightforward? Those Members who are
familiar with the farming industry know the answer to
that question. For example, I have learned that, under
the new agreement, some matters, such as the obligatory
removal of the spinal chord from carcasses, will remain

unchanged. That regulation will probably remain in
place for ever.

If and when the change comes about, it will not
necessarily change the attitudes of the processors,
retailers and consumers. They will continue to purchase
to meet their respective requirements. Therefore, we
could see the development of two different markets: an
under-30-months market and an over-30-months market.

When the motion is passed in the House, there is
work that our Members of Parliament should consider
undertaking, because the EU is now seeking
applications about testing. I suggest to our MPs, two of
whom are present today, that a delegation is selected
from the ranks of the 13 MPs who are constantly
working at Westminster on behalf of the people of
Northern Ireland to meet representatives of DEFRA,
the Foods Standards Agency and the Department of
Health in order to deliver the wishes being expressed
here today. Other than that suggestion, I can think of
no other idea.

Dr W McCrea: | support the motion that has been
tabled by my colleagues Edwin Poots and Trevor
Clarke. I speak to the motion not as the Chairperson of
the Committee for Agriculture and Rural Development
but as a DUP Member who happens to be the
Chairperson of that Committee.

My colleague Mr Poots has clearly and capably
outlined the DUP position on this important issue. |
believe that the Department of Agriculture and Rural
Development has failed to take the necessary lead in
dealing effectively with animal-health issues and the
inevitable cost to the industry.

The history of the over-30-months scheme stems
from the high incidence levels of BSE in cattle on the
mainland. In Northern Ireland, we were, mercifully
and fortunately, spared much of the trauma and distress
that the disease caused as farmers there watched their
animals being destroyed before their eyes.

However, we were faced with the rigid controls that
were aimed at protecting public health — the over-30-
months scheme. Those were testing times for the
farming community, but, once again, our farmers came
through with integrity — although they bore a heavy
financial burden.

4.45 pm

The imposition of the over-30-months scheme in the
United Kingdom prohibited animals over 30 months
from entering the food chain. On 7 November 2005,
the 30-months rule was replaced throughout the UK
with the BSE-testing regime for all cattle over 30
months that were born on or after 1 August 1996.
Since that date, such cattle were eligible for entry into
the food chain, subject to a negative BSE test. In
September of this year, the EU Health Commissioner,
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Androulla Vassiliou, announced that the European
Commission is to increase the age at which cattle will
be tested for BSE from 30 months to 48 months. That
announcement followed a proposal from a group of
member states’ chief veterinary officers.

The announcement was welcomed by many in the
farming industry, but, as yet, it has not been confirmed
in Brussels, or by the Ministers with the relevant
responsibility in Britain and Northern Ireland. Such
confirmation would assist farmers with the costs that
have been imposed on them, and it would come at a
critical time when essential savings must be made in
the farmers’ budgets.

However, in issues relating to animal health, disease
control and the cost to the industry, the Minister of
Agriculture and Rural Development and her
Department have been found asleep at the wheel. The
Committee has had to take the forefront in pressing the
Department on many issues, but, at times, it has been
with little success, unfortunately.

One such example relates to the incidence of TB
and brucellosis. Following the Committee’s forcing of
the Department to confirm that there is correlation
between badgers and the incidence of TB across the
Province, we expected that the Department and the
Minister would take urgent action for the sake of
animal health. However, the Minister of Agriculture
and Rural Development has failed to take action for
the good of animal health, despite the fact that she was
granted the authority, by the Minister of the
Environment, to cull 1,000 badgers. That is the issue
that we are dealing with under the 30-months scheme.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order. Dr McCrea, you must
return to the subject of the motion.

Dr W McCrea: The subject is exactly that: it relates
to animal health. That is the reason why we are seeking
the removal of the over-30-months scheme. The
Minister and the Department have failed to deal with
the cardinal issue of animal health. The Minister must
come up with a recommendation immediately. It was
suggested by a Member across the way that the issue
relating to the over-30-months scheme has been
settled, but it has not. What is the mind of the
Department of Agriculture and Rural Development?
What is the mind of the Minister? We do not know. As
usual, their thinking is woolly; they are asleep at the
wheel when it comes to taking this issue seriously.

The Assembly is appropriately and properly taking
the issue seriously and telling the Minister to deal with
the issue. However, if she deals with it in the same way
that she has dealt with TB and brucellosis, Members
can be assured that she will fail, again, in her duty to
protect the health of the animals and public of
Northern Ireland.

Mr Molloy: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. I am grateful that the European
Commission has moved on the over-30-months
scheme. Farmers in the North of Ireland will be
relieved that fewer cattle will have to go through BSE
testing and that they will not have to bear the resultant
costs. Despite what the Chairperson of the Committee
for Agriculture and Rural Development says, the
Minister has been responsible. Furthermore, she has
acted quickly to protect the health of the farming
community and the stock here through the decisions
that she has made on various issues that have come
before her in the past number of months. I recommend
that the Committee act similarly; it should act
responsibly and follow the process that is relevant to
the over-30-months scheme. The process must involve
the Food Standards Agency, which has a relevant
responsibility, and the Department of Health, Social
Services and Public Safety, which is responsible for
that agency.

The process must be gone through, and I understand
that they are looking at the process favourably. The
European Commission has also indicated that it is
moving on the matter, and it is important that we
consult and relate our findings to the Commission.

It would be wrong to decide that the change will
come into force immediately and could be in place
tomorrow morning. However, it is important to ensure
that the industry and the cattle in the North of Ireland
are protected. The Minister must examine the long-
term effects on the standard that has been set for health
and food in the agriculture sector in the North. We
must take the long-term viewpoint into account.

The process involves the European Commission, the
FSA and the Department of Agriculture and Rural
Development. It would be irresponsible of the
Minister, or anyone else, to simply decide to do away
with the over-30-months rule tomorrow morning.
Everyone wants to move towards that situation as
quickly as possible, but it must be done within
guidelines and with the protection that will ensure that
the industry is protected. People throughout the world
recognise that the industry here of a high standard and
has clear records of traceable stock.

We must be aware of the present situation and
recognise that we are in a process. The European
Commission has indicated clearly that it will remove
the over-30-months status. I hope that the Food
Standards Agency will react favourably and that, as a
result, the thrust of the motion will be able to go ahead.
When the European Commission gives the go ahead to
remove the over-30-months status, we can export our
meat on the clear understanding that the food exported
from the North of Ireland is of a very high standard.
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Mr Irwin: [ declare an interest as a farmer and as
someone who has experienced the over-30-months rule
in his farm business. I welcome the opportunity to debate
the subject, and I thank my colleagues for bringing it
to the Floor of the Assembly.

There is no doubt that it is high time for the over-
30-months rule to be abolished. Indeed, the European
Commission has reached agreement on the move to 48
months, and our neighbours in the Irish Republic are
ready to welcome that move on 1 January 2009, with
predicted savings of €8 million a year. The move has
been heralded as further proof that the BSE crisis is
well and truly past, and it is a major seal of approval
for the testing procedures that operate there.

For years, the ruling has been a burden on farmers,
and it has cost them dearly. Many cattle approaching
30 months had not reached their full weight potential.
Nevertheless, they had to be killed before that age so
that farmers were not disadvantaged. However, as
many cattle had not reached their full weight potential,
many farmers were disadvantaged.

At a board meeting on 15 October, the Food
Standards Agency in Northern Ireland agreed to
support the move to testing at 48 months subject to a
review of current testing procedures. I welcome the
statement by the FSA, although I do not want to see
another time-consuming review process further
delaying what has been agreed across Europe.

Facts sourced from the ‘Farmers Guardian’ confirm
that of the 1-3 million over-30-months tests carried out
in the UK since November 2005 only 10 positives
were found, and that the youngest animal to test
positive was 48 months old. Those figures back up the
success of the testing procedures here. Shifting the
limit to 48 months — as has been broadly welcomed
by the Food Standards Agency — will save our industry
a significant amount of money, time and resources.

I ask the Minister to give the matter her full
attention and, with the co-operation of the Food
Standards Agency, implement the 48-months rule as
soon as possible. I support the motion.

Mr Elliott: I thank the Members who tabled the
motion, and I welcome the opportunity to debate this
matter today. I too declare an interest as a member of
the farming community.

The impression is that farmers are always looking
for something that will cost the Government money,
but this is one occasion when they are being proactive
in helping themselves and, at the same time, the
Department and the abattoirs. We have just heard that
removing the over-30-months scheme will save the
agriculture industry money. The financial saving
should be a key element but not the main element in
the matter— it is the food safety element that should
be at the forefront of our minds. Such a move would

save the Department resources and money, and the
abattoirs and the farming community would also save
money. Farmers are trying to be proactive in that regard.

The removal of the scheme will also build
confidence in the rural and agricultural communities
— and that confidence is desperately needed at the
moment, particularly in the beef industry. [ am
confident that the scheme will be removed. However, I
hope that when the process is under way, people —
especially the abattoir owners — will not ignore the
new approach and instead take the opportunity to
reduce the price that they are paying to the farmer. To
act differently would be a travesty of justice. We must
ensure that that does not happen, if and when the
over-30-months scheme is removed.

As I said, the removal of the over-30-months scheme
would mean increased confidence within the local
farming community, but it would also lead to those in
the wider European Union having greater confidence
in our industry. In turn, that would lead to greater access
to our beef and other products. I hope that progress can
be made sooner rather than later. I have heard what
Members on the Benches opposite have said, and [ am
willing to let the process takes its own course, if that is
the way to do it. However, action must be taken sooner
rather than later; some urgency is needed.

Some Members have outlined how the experience
of the past years has affected farmers and the industry
in general. The ban on cattle over-30-months old has
had a huge effect on farmers, both financially and
emotionally. As Mr Poots said, that has proved
catastrophic for some farmers, and they have been
driven to the point of suicide. That is something that
we cannot comprehend.

I am led to believe that raising the testing age limit
from 30 months to 48 months would remove 40,000
cattle a year from the testing system — I do not know
how many more cattle would be removed if the
age-limit were raised to 60 months. However, such a
move would help the farmer in general. The entire
farming industry is trying to move towards a more
extensive method of production, and farmers have
been trying to intensify their methods in general,
especially in beef production — they have been trying
to get their cattle finished for beef before they reach 30
months. That has meant increased costs in cereals and
concentrates. If farmers could move to a more extensive
system, their input costs would be much lower.

Another serious issue is that abattoirs must kill
cattle under 30 months and those over 30 months on
separate days. That has caused a huge problem, which
has, as Mr Poots mentioned, resulted in many cattle
that were perfectly fine for human consumption being
thrown on skips or incinerated over the years. I want to
see an end to that practice. First and foremost, [ want
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to know that the health and safety of the consumer is
kept at the forefront of any decisions on the matter, and
that more cost-effective methods of production can be
developed.

Mr Shannon: [ support the motion, and I
congratulate my colleagues Edwin Poots and Trevor
Clarke for highlighting the issue.

Oor fairmers ir unner sarious pressure tae rear baag
bastes at wul kill oot weill whiles steyin’ unner 30
montht oan account o’ the laa. The EU bes fer bringin’
oot laa at wul alther the leemit taec 48 montht an thon
wul tak mich o’ the strain aff the fairmers, an hits mae
notion an the fairmers wha hae spoke tae me aboot this
‘gree — we hae need o’ the saime rules in the Province
es the rest o the UK an’ Europe.

5.00 pm

Our farmers are under immense pressure to produce
large cattle that will provide a good side of meat before
the age of 30 months, due to the legislation. The EU is
introducing legislation that will change that limit to 48
months; that will relieve the strain a great deal.
Farmers have agreed with me that the Province needs
to have the same rules as the rest of the UK and
Europe. Our farmers produce superior beef. I come
from Strangford in the heart of County Down, where
the grass is greener and, according to farmers, tastier.
Our cattle thrive faster, fatten quicker, look better and,
most importantly, taste nicer.

It is imperative that beef be free from BSE.
However, that does not mean that farms should be
unreasonably and perpetually restricted. The
legislation in Northern Ireland is too restrictive to
allow a flourishing farm to operate properly. The
motion aims to help farmers to move away from the
problems that they have faced. The restrictions are
now unreasonable and unnecessary. The Minister
needs to do what should have been done a long time
ago. She must loosen the rope and allow farmers to
produce superior meat, which is what they do best.
With respect, not enough has been done for our
farming community or, indeed, our fishing community.
I urge the Minister to cut the farming community some
slack and make life a little easier for them without
making meat any less safe. [ support the motion.

The Minister for Regional Development (Mr
Murphy): Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. I welcome the opportunity to speak on
behalf of the Minister of Agriculture. I congratulate her
on the birth of her daughter, and I am sure that the
Chairperson and members of the Agriculture
Committee will send their good wishes in due course.

The European Commission recently agreed to
increase the minimum BSE testing age for all cattle to
48 months for member states that meet the criteria for
a revised BSE surveillance programme. DARD has

policy responsibility for BSE testing and introducing
the necessary legislation. However, we will not
increase the minimum age for BSE-testing of cattle
slaughtered for human consumption without agreement
from the Food Standards Agency and the Department
of Health.

Members may recall that the emergence of BSE
came to a head in March 1996, when it was concluded
that the most likely explanation for new variant
Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease in humans was exposure to
BSE. Variant CJD is a degenerative neurological
disease, mainly in young adults, which ultimately leads
to premature death. Due to the risk of BSE infectivity
in meat, no cattle were allowed to enter the human
food chain once they had reached 30 months of age.
All such animals were slaughtered and destroyed at the
end of their productive lives through the over-30-
months scheme.

In recognition of the significant strides that have
been taken — in Britain and here — to eradicate BSE,
the over-30-months rule was replaced by a BSE-testing
regime in November 2005. For the first time since
1996, cattle over 30 months of age and born or reared
in the UK on or after 1 August 1996 were allowed to
enter the food chain, subject to a negative test for BSE.
That was welcome news and opened up a new market
for cattle older than 30 months. However, the testing
requirement placed additional logistical and financial
burdens on slaughterhouse operators and farmers.

It is good news that the EU has now proposed that
the testing age of cattle for human consumption will
increase from 30 months to 48 months from 1 January
2009. P J Bradley referred to the possibility of that age
limit increasing to 60 months. However, the EU
discussed that and decided that the testing age would
be increased to 48 months and not 60 months.

This change is welcome. It will reduce the financial
and operational burden on slaughterhouse operators
and — as Tom Elliott mentioned — lead to about
40,000 fewer cattle requiring BSE testing in the North
of Ireland before they can enter the food chain. However,
Members will appreciate that certain procedures must
be followed before that can be implemented.

In preparation for the age change for BSE testing,
all member states were asked to submit applications to
the European Commission for a revised BSE-testing
programme. The UK application, which included input
from DARD, was submitted well in advance of the EU
deadline of 1 September, and it was accepted by the
EU expert group on 3 October. The Commission has
proposed a draft decision that would allow eligible
member states, including the UK, to implement the
revised programme from 1 January 2009.

That draft decision was agreed by the EU Standing
Committee on Food Chain and Animal Health on
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Tuesday 14 October. The next, and possibly last, stage
at EU level is one month’s scrutiny of the draft
decision by the European Parliament. If there are no
objections, the new decision should be published in the
official journal in preparation for the commencement
date of 1 January 2009.

As I said earlier, in order to ensure that the public is
protected, we will not raise the minimum age for BSE
testing for cattle slaughtered for human consumption
without a favourable opinion from the FSA and Health
Ministers. At the FSA board meeting on Wednesday 15
October, the board considered the proposal to increase
the age for BSE testing, taking into account advice
from the Spongiform Encephalopathy Advisory
Committee (SEAC), which is the independent body of
scientists and experts that advises the Government on
BSE issues. SEAC advised that an increase in the age
for BSE testing for human consumption in cattle would
represent a minimal-to-negligible increase in the risk
to human health. Edwin Poots mentioned that earlier.

SEAC also emphasised the importance of
appropriate BSE surveillance in monitoring infection
levels to ensure that they remain extremely low. The
FSA board supported the move to testing at 48 months,
but it does not wish that to be implemented until a
further report on surveillance has been produced and
passed to SEAC for review.

If the Health Ministers agree to the increase in the
BSE-testing age in the UK, DARD will introduce an
amendment to the Transmissible Spongiform
Encephalopathies Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2006
to provide the legal basis to increase the age for BSE
testing of human-consumption cattle. Officials in DARD
will take that forward urgently with the FSA and with
officials from the UK Department of Health to ensure
that the necessary legislation is in place in line with the
European Commission timetable.

I encourage the Committee for Agriculture and
Rural Development to lend its full support to the draft
legislation when it is subject to scrutiny. That would
greatly assist in the timely introduction of the new
BSE-testing age for human-consumption cattle. To
introduce a new BSE-testing age to the North of Ireland
now, before the necessary European legislation comes into
force, would be a breach of the EU legal require to test
human-consumption cattle for BSE at 30 months of age.

Tom Elliott mentioned abattoirs. Abattoirs do not
have to kill under-30-months cattle on a different day
from over-30-months cattle; they can kill them on the
same day, but at different times. Unfortunately, Mr
Elliott is not here, but I am sure that he will pick up
my response to his point in Hansard.

William Irwin asked about further delays. DARD
does not intend to consult on the proposal to raise the
BSE-testing age. The Food Standards Agency has

consulted widely in Britain and in the North of Ireland
to assess the views of stakeholders. The new BSE-
testing age will be incorporated into the draft TSE
regulations, which were subject to a consultation that
ended on 26 September 2008.

I can confirm that immediate steps are being taken
to ensure the introduction of the increased BSE-testing
age of 48 months for human-consumption cattle from
1 January 2009, subject to the necessary EU legislation
being in place and to the agreement of Health
Ministers. However, to stop BSE testing for healthy
cattle over the age of 30 months that are slaughtered
for human consumption now would be in breach of EU
regulations. Go raibh maith agat.

Mr T Clarke: It is difficult to speak after so many
Members have spoken on the subject. Many of them
are farmers and, therefore, have a better knowledge of
the issues than I have. My colleague Edwin Poots asked
me to sign the motion, which I had pleasure in doing.

Those of us not from an agricultural background
have not been directly affected, but we have heard
much about the subject, and I concur with many of the
remarks that have been made. Unsurprisingly, I am
disappointed by the Members from Sinn Féin. It
sometimes appears that instead of protecting the
industry, they are protecting the Minister of Agriculture
and Rural Development. Pat Doherty said that the
motion was futile; on the contrary, if the motion had
not been brought forward, the Minister might have
done the same as she has done with other topics that
have been discussed by the Committee and put the
issue on the back burner.

Before and after taking office, for example, the
Minister had very different views about the
Agricultural Wages Board. The industry is crying out
over the Rose Energy proposal, which the Minister
now wants to make the subject of a public inquiry.
Those issues directly affect the agricultural sector.

Last night, while pondering what I would say in the
debate, I wondered whether another “A” should be
inserted into DARD’s title, in order to make it the
“Department against agriculture and rural development”.
As far as I can ascertain, the Minister has not championed
the industry at all. However, I thank everyone who
contributed to the debate for their positive comments.
If there were not so much scepticism about the
Minister, there might be less concern over whether the
new measure will be introduced in January 2009.

Question put and agreed to.

Resolved.:

That this Assembly calls on the Minister of Agriculture and
Rural Development to take immediate steps to remove the
Over-30-Months status from cattle entering the food chain.

Adjourned at 5.11 pm.
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The Assembly met at 10.30 am (Mr Deputy Speaker
[Mr Molloy] in the Chair).

Members observed two minutes’ silence.

MINISTERIAL STATEMENT
British-Irish Council Summit in Edinburgh

Mr Deputy Speaker: I have received notice from
the Office of the First Minister and deputy First Minister
that the First Minister wishes to make a statement on the
British-Irish Council summit that was held in Edinburgh.

The First Minister (Mr P Robinson): In compliance
with the requirements of the Northern Ireland Act 1998,
I wish to make the following report on the eleventh
summit meeting of the British-Irish Council (BIC),
which was held in Edinburgh on 26 September 2008.
All Northern Ireland Ministers who attended the
summit have approved the report, which I make on
their behalf.

The Scottish Government hosted the summit in
Hopetoun House, South Queensferry, Edinburgh. The
heads of delegations were welcomed by the First
Minister for Scotland, Alex Salmond. The British
Government delegation was led by the Rt Hon Paul
Murphy, the Secretary of State for Wales. The Irish
Government delegation was led by the Taoiseach,
Brian Cowen. The Welsh Assembly Government were
represented by the First Minister, the Rt Hon Rhodri
Morgan. The Government of Guernsey were represented
by the Chief Minister, Deputy Mike Torode, and the
Government of Jersey were represented by the Chief
Minister, Senator Frank Walker. The Isle of Man
Government were represented by the Chief Minister,
the honourable Tony Brown.

In addition to the deputy First Minister, junior
Minister Donaldson and I, the Northern Ireland
delegation comprised the Minister for Regional
Development, the Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment and the Minister for Social Development.
A full list of participants is attached to the statement
that has been provided to Members.

The summit was the third such BIC meeting since
the restoration of the institutions in May 2007. The

Scottish First Minister, Alex Salmond, chaired the
meeting, which focused on demography, energy, an
update on the strategic review of BIC and a report on
progress in the various BIC sectoral areas.

The Scottish Government lead the demography work
sector. That is an important topic, because migration is
a contributory factor in determining the population of
each BIC Administration. Migrants tend to be relatively
young, and, therefore, help to rejuvenate the population.
Enlargement of the EU, coupled with increased mobility,
have been major, and unpredictable, factors. All BIC
members share concerns about the impact of migration
on public services such as housing, health and education.
The British-Irish Council could facilitate a joint
approach to policy-making and better understanding of
potential impacts. Therefore, the Council must strive to
understand migration and its impact.

During the summit meeting, the British-Irish
Council noted the progress made on migration issues
and endorsed further work on understanding migration
and its impact, fertility, healthy independent ageing,
and student flows.

The importance of accurate and timely migration
statistics is recognised by all Administrations, as is the
value of greater sharing of information, methodology and
sources between Administrations. The Irish Government
have offered to lead the sharing of information on the
measurement of migration, with a view to enhance the
understanding of migration statistics and to provide a
context for potential solutions to be explored.

Research commissioned by the Scottish Government
and the Welsh Assembly Government on the experiences
of employers working with migrants from A8 accession
countries has been completed. That research indicated
the potential economic gains that could be achieved if
migrants’ skills were to be fully utilised and their
language skills and careers were to be developed. It
highlighted also that employers require an understanding
of the immigration system and support in applying
United Kingdom employment legislation. Further
work is planned on the effect of migration on the
labour market, its impact on public services and the
factors that encourage longer-term settlement.

Northern Ireland, which has conducted a survey of
migrant workers, plans to host a meeting of the BIC
demography work stream in order to present the
findings of that survey. The event will also provide an
opportunity for the dissemination of similar research
carried out across the BIC member Administrations.

Each BIC member Administration faces a future with
relatively few working adults to support those people
who are in retirement. That places great importance on
planning care and support for an ageing population.

Healthy ageing policies can help older people to live
and work according to their capacity and preference.
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The aim of such policies is to prevent or delay the
onset of disabilities and chronic diseases that limit
independence and are costly to individuals, families and
the health and social services systems. It is important
to promote opportunities for physical, social and
mental health, and to ensure that older people continue
to be active in their communities, remain independent
and enjoy a good quality of life.

The demography ministerial meeting held in March
2008 endorsed co-operation at governmental level,
with a view to adopting an evidence-based approach to
the effect of integrated accommodation, care and
support strategies for older people. An event to showcase
the results of research on independent healthy ageing is
planned for November 2008. The British-Irish Council
summit agreed that that event would be used to identify
the key policies in each member Administration
relevant to healthy independent ageing, with a view to
identifying areas of work where sharing of experience
would be beneficial.

At the British-Irish Council summit held in Belfast on
July 2007, it was agreed to undertake a strategic review
of the Council, and to consider work programmes,
working methods and support arrangements, including
those for a standing secretariat. That work was taken
forward by the British-Irish Council secretariat, in
liaison with member Administrations. An interim report
was considered at the Dublin summit in February 2008.

In relation to the work programme, the Scottish
First Minister, Alex Salmond, discussed the viability of
adopting energy as a new work stream, and he offered
Scotland as the lead on that issue. The Council agreed
that energy is an area of mutual interest, not only as a
vital contribution to economic growth, but in tackling
climate change. Ministers discussed the need to ensure
security of energy supplies, including the opportunities
for renewable energy resources, such as harvesting the
offshore energy between the coasts of Scotland and
Ireland via a sub-sea grid.

Ministers also considered the impact of energy on
climate change, and agreed that reducing emissions
through improving energy efficiency would help
towards reducing fuel poverty.

The Council agreed that carbon capture and storage
presented parallel opportunities to make a contribution
to climate change, and to export an advanced technology
as a commodity to other countries. The Council agreed
that the proposal that energy be adopted as a new work
stream should be subject to further work and be taken
forward for decision at the next summit in Wales.

The Council considered progress on the strategic
review of the British-Irish Council. It noted the proposal
for the remit of the standing secretariat to be expanded
to provide for an enhanced role in managing the work
of the British-Irish Council and supporting the agreed

work programmes, in addition to continuing to fulfil its
current secretariat responsibilities. The Council discussed
the principles that should be applied in determining the
location of a shared standing secretariat. It noted the
likely costs of the standing secretariat and also considered
the further work that would need to be done to develop
the accountability and financing structures for the
standing secretariat. The Council mandated the current
secretariat, in consultation with member Administrations’
co-ordinators, to continue its work, with a view to
presenting full proposals at the summit in Wales in 2009.

The Council recognised the valuable work that had
been achieved by the work streams in tourism, the
knowledge economy and e-health, and agreed that
those could now be concluded. In addition to the
decision taken in relation to the Scottish proposal on
energy, the Council agreed that proposals on child
protection, housing and collaborative spatial planning
from Northern Ireland, and a proposal from the UK
Government for a work stream on digital inclusion,
should also be subject to further work, to be taken
forward for decision at the next summit in Wales. The
Council agreed to adopt an early-years policy work
stream, with Wales leading.

The Council noted the recommendations arising
from the tenth summit meeting, held in Dublin, which
had focused on the importance of supporting families
in overcoming the problems caused by drug use and
how those recommendations could be used in any
future drugs strategies.

The Council welcomed plans for transport and
environment ministerial meetings in the months ahead.

The Council took the opportunity to consider the
current global economic climate. Ministers expressed
their deep concern about the impact of the global
financial crisis on the local economies. They noted and
welcomed the efforts being made internationally to
stabilise the situation. Ministers noted the value and
importance of learning from, and co-operating on,
measures taken and being considered in all member
Administrations.

Finally, I can report that the next BIC summit will
be hosted by the Welsh Assembly Government on 20
February 2009.

The Chairperson of the Committee for the Office
of the First Minister and deputy First Minister (Mr
Kennedy): | welcome the First Minister’s statement on
the September meeting of the British-Irish Council.
However, it raises a number of questions. When officials
from the Office of the First Minister and deputy First
Minister (OFMDFM) briefed my Committee in May
2008, they advised that the review of the British-Irish
Council would be completed in time for the September
meeting in Edinburgh. Will the Minister explain the
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delay, and indicate when he expects the review to be
completed?

The First Minister made reference to the likely costs
of the standing secretariat. Will the Minister indicate
what additional work needs to be done, and give a
timescale for the completion of that work? Did OFMDFM
propose that the shared standing secretariat be located
in Northern Ireland? What is the likelihood of Northern
Ireland being chosen as the location for that?

The First Minister: All who were present at the
Edinburgh meeting will recognise that very real progress
has been made by the secretariat on the issue of a
standing secretariat, and issues arising from that, such
as determining the level of staffing, the location, and
many other similar issues.

10.45 am

The review was delayed because of the focus on the
work streams. Everybody recognises that, perhaps,
more than ever before, there has been a greater focus
on east-west and North/South relationships. Certainly,
I have found that the stilted format of those meetings,
at which Ministers were almost at the level of simply
delivering their lines, has made way for a much freer
flowing style. That has proved valuable. In that context,
it is important to have structures in place to take account
of what really works for Ministers. The costs will be
determined by the location and the number of staff
required, which could be substantial given that the
number of work streams is ever increasing. That shows
the increased level of involvement of each of the
Administrations in an east-west context.

We have submitted a bid for Northern Ireland to be
the location for the standing secretariat. However,
Scotland, Wales and, I think, the Isle of Man, have also
submitted bids. Each of those Administrations will
propose the detail and the particular attractions of their
bid. It is hoped that we will examine those options at
the Wales summit in 2009.

Mr Weir: [ welcome the First Minister’s statement.
I am glad that the Northern Ireland Ministers who attended
the conference had their satnavs working. At least
some Members from Northern Ireland managed to find
their way to a conference of a British-Irish nature.

I am sure that the First Minister and the House will
agree that the biggest issue facing people throughout
the British Isles, and BIC Administrations, is the present
economic crisis. What proposals were suggested at the
summit to help to address that problem?

The First Minister: [ am just glad that the British-
Irish Inter-Parliamentary Body had not taken up one of
the earlier options of meeting in Perth, Scotland, or
someone may have ended up in Australia. Members
from the Northern Ireland Administration managed to

be there on time and make a very full contribution to
the summit.

One of the strengths of the summit was the sufficient
flexibility afforded to Administrations to raise matters
that are of particular importance to them. That is our
new modus operandi. As a result, there was a lengthy
and detailed discussion on the economic crisis, even
though the issue had not been originally included on the
agenda. There was significant common ground in the
concerns expressed by each Administration. The Northern
Ireland delegation proposed that further collaboration
should take place between the Finance Ministers, to
which delegates at the summit readily agreed.

Since then, meetings have already taken place and
contacts have been established. The Administrations
have exchanged information on the steps that they
have taken and those that they are considering so that
each can learn how the others are tackling the issues.
That has allowed us to assess whether there is benefit
in our adopting steps carried out by other Administrations
and has been very useful.

Taoiseach Brian Cowen had just returned from the
United States, and he was able to provide delegates
with an update on issues relating to the credit crunch
and the economic crisis. That also helped to inform our
discussions.

Ms Anderson: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. I thank the First Minister for his statement.
I welcome that BIC will adopt energy as a new work
stream. Will work be undertaken to consider social
tariffs for energy companies’ profits?

I note that the Minister said:

“reducing emissions through improving energy efficiency would
help towards reducing fuel poverty.”

However, we should examine the issue of imposing
social tariffs on energy companies’ profits to help to
alleviate fuel poverty.

Raymond McCartney and I will host an event in
Derry tomorrow. It is to be an information day and a
public event on the rising fuel and energy costs. Across
the North — even across the whole island — many
people are talking to us, on their doorsteps, about the
rising need for the Assembly to assist them in dealing
with the fuel poverty that many of them are facing.

When we take into account the work that will be
taken forward, there is an opportunity for the Office of
the First Minister and deputy First Minister and other
Ministers to talk to BIC about their work programme
and to seek to address the specific issue of social tariffs
on energy companies’ profits in order to further
alleviate fuel poverty.

The First Minister: The Member for Foyle has
done well to advertise her event tomorrow, and those
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who have listened will be able to go along and hear
what takes place.

The decision on social tariffs will be taken, ultimately,
between the regulator and the energy companies.
Undoubtedly, the Administrations will have a view on
that issue. It was not among the matters that were
discussed at the BIC meeting. It is an issue about
which there may well be some controversy before a
view is taken by each of the Administrations, but the
Member is entitled to her opinion on the matter. The
issue was not discussed at the summit.

Mr Attwood: I, too, welcome the report, not least
because the BIC is one sector of the agreement’s
architecture that is meeting and doing good work on
behalf of the various Administrations.

I refer the Minister to his statement, in which he
confirmed that the Council adopted two new work
streams — for an early-years policy and for energy.
The Council has also stated that it may adopt new
work streams next year in respect of child protection,
spatial planning and digital inclusion. Given that the
Minister said, in answer to a previous question, that
work streams are “ever increasing” and that there is
greater involvement of the respective Administrations,
can he reconcile the Council’s ability to get on with
those work streams and do good work in that regard
with the impediments that are placed in the way of
initiating and agreeing new work streams in other areas
of the North/South architecture?

I hope that, when the Minister replies, he will not
say that that is different because there is an ongoing
review of the North/South bodies — which there is —
given that there is also an ongoing review of the
Council. Even though that review has not been
concluded, as Mr Kennedy has indicated, the Council
can nonetheless develop its work programme and new
work streams, and get on with good business on behalf
of the people of these islands and elsewhere. The same
principles do not inform what is happening in respect
of the North/South bodies and other North/South
initiatives.

The First Minister: What the Member fails to point
out is that the east-west relationships must catch up
with the existing North/South structures. All the
delegations and, literally, each of the parties involved
have recognised that we can take the work of the
institutions away from the party political and recognise
that each of the separate institutions have very real
advantages in the networking, information sharing and
collaboration that takes place. That is just as important
on a North/South basis as it is on an east-west basis. It
is not a case of the east-west relationships moving ahead
of the North/South ones; the east-west relationships are
catching up. In the previous Administration, the ratio
of meetings was 10:1 in favour of “North/Southery”.

Both are important. We are committed to all the
institutions and to making them work for the benefit of
everyone in Northern Ireland. The deputy First
Minister and I are committed to ensuring that all the
institutions move forwards apace.

Mr McCarthy: I thank the First Minister for his
statement, and I welcome that BIC sees value in
greater sharing of information, methodology and
sources between Administrations. I will comment on
the part of the statement, which indicates that BIC
welcomes better facilities for an ageing population.

Mr Shannon: The Member is almost a pensioner,
himself. [Laughter.]

Mr McCarthy: We are all heading in that direction,
and one has to look after oneself.

As the First Minister knows, there is free personal
care for the elderly in Scotland, which means that they
do not have to sell their homes when they need care.
Were there any discussions with, or advice received
from, our Scottish neighbours about the provision of
free personal care for the elderly, so that we can
introduce it here sooner rather than later?

The First Minister: The decision on whether
Northern Ireland adopts a policy of free personal care
for the elderly will be taken by the Executive and the
Assembly. The only issue that is slowing down that
process is cost, and it is for the Finance Minister and
the Health Minister to decide whether the appropriate
funding is available. The Assembly has supported the
principle of free personal care for the elderly, but
funding is the key issue. Unless the Member and his
party can tell us which of our existing services should
be removed to provide free personal care for the elderly,
we must wait until additional funds become available.

Mr Craig: Will the Minister outline the work that
Northern Ireland has undertaken in the demography
sector? Will he confirm or deny that, as part of that
work, there are plans to hand out satnavs to elderly
politicians?

The First Minister: Northern Ireland’s contribution
comes in the form of a study that is already under way.
Over a short period, emigration from several EU countries
and, in many cases, further afield, has significantly
increased our population. That has been necessary for,
and helpful to, our economy. Indeed, many parts of our
economy would be in much difficulty if the immigrant
population decided to go home. Therefore, it is
significantly important to the running of some sectors
in our economy. It also is important because, by and
large, our population is ageing. Migrants are young
and they help to balance age profiles in the economy.

The study will try to gather more information about
their length of stay, their purpose for being here, whether
they are putting down roots in Northern Ireland, and
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all the factors that are important in our decision-making
on day-to-day issues, such as health and housing. The
survey has been carried out, and officials are beginning
to examine the outcomes. We also want to share our
findings with colleagues in the other Administrations
and examine the studies that they have carried out.

Mr McElduff: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. I welcome the First Minister’s statement.
Mr Deputy Speaker, 1, along with your Deputy Speaker
colleague Mr David McClarty, have just returned from
Newcastle upon Tyne — not Newcastle, County Down.
Yesterday, Minister Eamon Ryan TD addressed the
British-Irish Parliamentary Assembly, which is the new
name for the British-Irish Inter-Parliamentary Body, on
energy issues. That will be of interest to the First Minister,
given the content of his statement.

11.00 am

Does the Office of the First Minister and deputy
First Minister have a vision of a particular type of
relationship between the British-Irish Parliamentary
Assembly and the British-Irish Council? That assembly
has an appetite for an oversight role. Does OFMDFM
have a notion to adopt such a course?

With regard to migrant workers, there is no emphasis
on the exploitation of migrant workers in all the
jurisdictions that are mentioned in the report. Not
having to reinvent the wheel is a good thing. Committee
D of the British-Irish Parliamentary Assembly has just
completed a report on promoting the rights of migrant
workers, and I commend that report to OFMDFM for
its consideration.

Therefore, do the First Minister and the deputy First
Minister have any vision for developing a relationship
between the British-Irish Parliamentary Assembly and
the British-Irish Council, and are there any preliminary
assessments of the costs of the secretariat that would
administrate it?

The First Minister: | welcome the fact that the
parliamentary tier has moved and improved its method
of working in a way that is now much more inclusive
of the two unionist parties that are now taking their
place in that new assembly. It is an indicator of the
maturity of our own institution and the progress that
we have made that the parliamentary tier is moving
away from having a body that, in effect, considered
Northern Ireland problems and fitted them into the
overall British-Irish context, to one that examines
wider British Isles issues.

The British-Irish Parliamentary Assembly has, to
some extent, a useful role if it shadows some of the
work of the British-Irish Council. The deputy First
Minister and I will encourage that work, and we are
prepared to play our full part in any invitations for us
to attend the British-Irish Parliamentary Assembly,
which can do useful work.

The deputy First Minister and I have some knowledge
of the issues that are connected to the exploitation of
immigrants, particularly migrant workers. We recently
met consuls from the Latvian and Lithuanian embassies
and consulates in the UK, and they made clear some of
the difficulties experienced by their workers, including
exploitation of some of the migrant workforce. That
has to be a concern for us, and we will discuss those
matters with our appropriate ministerial colleagues.
The Member is right to draw attention to the issue. We
must ensure that people, whether migrants or otherwise,
are not exploited in the Northern Ireland workforce.

Mr Ross: | also welcome this morning’s statement.
The First Minister said that there were plans to hold a
transport ministerial meeting in the months ahead. It is
clear that road safety is a big issue in Northern Ireland.
Will the First Minister update the House on the work that
the transport sector has done on the mutual recognition
of driving disqualifications?

The First Minister: Northern Ireland takes the lead
in the transport sector, and considerable work has gone
into recognising the penalties that exist in each of the
other Administrations. I believe that legislation is
being introduced in several of those Administrations,
including our own, in order that there is recognition of
those from Northern Ireland who have penalties in
other Administration areas.

It is right that we have that new relationship, which
was advanced under my colleague Arlene Foster when
she was Minister of the Environment. Legislation on the
matter is, I believe, progressing in other Administrations,
and that is to be welcomed.

Mrs D Kelly: I refer the First Minister to matters under
“Any Other Business”. Apparently, the credit crunch
was discussed. Was there any discussion about the
acceleration of publicly funded work programmes? Given
that during the past few days the construction industry
has issued a cry for help and called for the Assembly to
develop publicly funded work programmes in order to
assist it in its difficulties, have any such discussions on
the matter been held on a North/South basis?

The First Minister: [ am aware of the ill-informed
call that was made by a particular individual who
purports to represent the construction industry. That
person is clearly unaware of how decisions are taken in
Government and would do well to appraise that position
before he speaks publicly about such matters.

Decisions on the acceleration of work programmes
are not being held back due to the Executive’s position.
The deputy First Minister and I have met representatives
of the construction industry. At that meeting, we undertook
to attempt to develop and accelerate the capital spend
programme. To make good that promise, we met soon
afterwards with the chairman of the Strategic Investment
Board (SIB) and asked him to develop a programme
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that will not only accelerate the capital build programme,
but will carry it out smoothly so that there is continuity
of spend.

We pointed out to the construction sector that there is
a good-news story on capital spend, which has increased
from approximately £750 million each year during the
last comprehensive spending review period to approx-
imately £2 billion each year for the next 10 years. That
is a considerable uplift. The proposals that are being
considered by SIB are intended to accelerate the capital
spend programme in Northern Ireland. Hopefully, every
Department will have responsibility for that, because it
deals with housing, hospitals, roads, schools, and so
forth. The Executive hope to be able to accelerate the
capital spend programme.

The one difficulty that has been placed in the way is
a successful legal challenge to procurement policy, which
requires either for the decision to be appealed or for
new procurement methods to be examined. Indeed, that
might involve a return to more conventional procurement
methods in order to accelerate the process. Ministers
will take those issues into consideration when they
examine how to progress the matter.

As regards the first part of the Member’s question,
BIC did consider fast-tracking capital spend programmes.
The Member will have noted that during the past few
days, the Chancellor of the Exchequer has adopted a
“spend, spend, spend” policy, which is in common
with the package that the Scottish Administration have
developed. The Executive will also adopt that policy.

Mr I McCrea: I, too, welcome the First Minister’s
statement. Undoubtedly, the British-Irish Council’s
work is important. Nonetheless, Executive meetings
are more important in trying to tackle Northern Ireland’s
problems. Can the First Minister advise the House of
any suggestions from the various Administrations
about potential new work streams?

The First Minister: I agree with the Member that it
is important that the Executive’s work gets under way.
I must counter some of the nonsense that has been uttered
publicly, which claims that Ministers do nothing and
that Assembly Members have gone on holiday. All the
Assembly’s work continues. Ministers’ work, apart
from new policy direction and new legislation, continues.
Therefore, work goes on. The Member is correct.
However, new projects, policy direction and legislation
are being stifled by the absence of Executive meetings.

We are working hard to find ways to get over the
present difficulties and to ensure that outstanding
issues are resolved. That is work in progress.

The Northern Ireland Administration have been
taking the lead in several new work stream proposals.
In the statement, we outlined three of the proposals put
forward by the Northern Ireland representatives at the
summit. Our colleagues at the Edinburgh summit
agreed that the detailed consideration and decision on

those potential new work streams will be taken at the
summit in Wales in the early part of 2009. As the SDLP
Member said, that will include housing. There was, in
principle, general support that we move forward in that
direction. In Wales, we will, I hope, pick up those new
work streams, which will indicate a deeper involvement
and a greater interest by BIC to expand its work
programmes.

Mr Shannon: I am encouraged by the First Minister’s
statement. | am encouraged, too, that the Scottish
Government have adopted at least some Ulster-Scots
terminology, in that they met in Hopetoun House in
Edinburgh. It is good news for those of us who are
trying to promote the Ulster-Scots language that the
Scots people have caught on to it.

I have a couple of questions for the First Minister
about the statement. Since migration affects us all in
the Province, is there any intention to encourage some
of those who left the shores of the Province and went
to Scotland, Wales or the UK mainland to return home?

The First Minister mentioned energy, and there was
some talk about how we could work with our Scottish
counterparts to provide energy. Has any thought been
given to wind-farm energy, particularly along the east
coast of Antrim? Has consideration been given to how
that would affect the fishing industry?

Although there has been an indication that the British-
Irish Council will not meet until 20 February 2009, is it
fair to assume that the present economic crisis will be
discussed before then? Issues unfold every day and
change within a week, and it is important to be reassured
that meetings will take place, even though the Council
will not officially meet until 20 February.

The First Minister: There is something of a
contradiction in the Member’s question. He is right to
point out our long-standing cultural links with Scotland;
indeed, I was in Scotland on Saturday night and described
myself as being at home there. The Member mentioned
people from Northern Ireland who went to universities
in Scotland and decided to stay. However, if one is a
true Ulster Scot, is one not still at home there?

The issue was discussed; looking at the patterns that
have developed is part of the demography work stream.
Many young people from Northern Ireland went to
Scottish universities and have not returned. I put it to
the Member that, as much as anything else, that has to
do with the potential for high-quality jobs in Northern
Ireland and the standard of life that existed during the
period euphemistically described as the Troubles.

I believe that we have turned that corner. Northern
Ireland is now a much more attractive place for young
people to live, work and grow up in. I believe that we
will start to see those who went elsewhere for education
drift back to Northern Ireland. We must encourage
people, where possible, to remain in universities in

164



Tuesday 21 October 2008

Ministerial Statement:
British-Irish Council Summit in Edinburgh

Northern Ireland, and those universities must be suitably
equipped for that.

11.15 am

Wind farm energy was discussed, and if the sectoral
meetings on energy take place, they will, no doubt,
involve considerably more discussion on the subject.
We examined various forms of renewable energy, of
which onshore and offshore wind farms form important
elements, and proposals exist in Northern Ireland on
how to advance in that direction. Those are the
responsibility of the Department of Enterprise, Trade
and Investment and the Planning Service.

The Member is correct that the next BIC summit is
likely to be held in Wales in February 2009, when we
can revisit the subject of the economic crisis, which is
unlikely to have been resolved before then. BIC
demonstrated that it is sufficiently flexible to include
that subject on the agenda because of its significance,
and I have no doubt that it will do so again.

However, it is not a question of having to wait until
February before holding further discussions. Further
contacts between the Finance and Economy Ministers
of the various Administrations have taken place, and
papers have been exchanged. That demonstrates the
benefits that can be derived from collaboration among
the Administrations. That collaboration is now focused
on an important issue.

Mr A Maginness: | welcome the First Minister’s
statement and the encouraging progress made by the BIC.

The First Minister’s reply to a question from Mr
Attwood included an admission that BIC is playing
catch-up. Implicit in that is further admission that the
new streams of work of the North/South Ministerial
Council are being stymied somehow. That catch-up
approach should not prevent work on new North/South
areas being explored.

I particularly welcome the emphasis on renewable
energy and the lead that Scotland will take on that.
When will that give rise to specific proposals, and will
those have a particular bearing on Northern Ireland?

The First Minister: It is probably impossible to
answer that because the speed depends on the sectoral
meetings and the considerations of several Admin-
strations, and it would, therefore, be wrong for me to
try to timetable it. As a general rule, it is better not to
set deadlines or work out timetables but to travel
positively towards the attainment of goals, and I
commend that approach to the Member.

I assure him that there was nothing implicit, or
otherwise, in my comments on BIC process having to
catch up on North/South issues. My comments did not
point to a brake being applied to the North/South
sector. We want to make progress on all fronts, and it
benefits all the people of Northern Ireland that we
collaborate to progress issues of practical co-operation.

The greater the extent to which those relationships
can exist without political implications, the more
progress can be made and the more at ease people will
be with those institutions. All those institutions are
moving in the right direction. My colleagues and I
have worked positively in the North/South institutions
and see genuine value in that work. The nationalist
Ministers who attend BIC summits equally appreciate the
benefit to be gained from exploring with Ministers in
other Administrations the work that they do and the
mutual learning of lessons that that facilitates.

Mr Paisley Jnr: I welcome the First Minister’s
statement and the fact that at least one institution is
working to its full potential. I hope that soon that will
be the case for all institutions, including the Executive.

The First Minister has acknowledged that some of
the Government’s work is being stifled by the lack of
Executive meetings. However, I trust that that hurdle
will be overcome soon. During the meeting in Scotland,
some Ministers must have had red cheeks because the
Executive are not fully operational.

Will the First Minister assure the House that work is
being conducted to deal with sex offenders? How
should we police sex offenders whose despicable
actions know no boundaries? Although I understand
that that matter was not on the agenda in Scotland, will
the First Minister or the Office of the First Minister
and deputy First Minister ensure that it is a substantive
issue on the agenda of the BIC summit meeting in
Wales? The Assembly can learn from how other
jurisdictions deal with such predators and eradicate
instances where there has been a lack of co-operation
among jurisdictions in sharing the information and
expertise that is necessary to ensure that we police,
track and trace those offenders appropriately.

The First Minister: The Member for North Antrim
makes an important point with which few Members
will disagree. The Northern Ireland Administration —
led by the Health Minster, Michael McGimpsey —
will make a proposal at the Welsh summit to establish
a new work stream to consider child protection. To
some extent, that proposal will cover a large and
sensitive area — albeit not the complete area — of
how we tackle sex offenders. I hope that the other
Administrations will adopt our proposal.

All Members want to present the Northern Ireland
Administration and its work in the best possible light.
We want to demonstrate that all our institutions are
working. That will increase confidence among the
population in Northern Ireland and will enhance our
reputation worldwide. The Assembly must work hard
to ensure that all institutions are operating positively
and at full tilt. None of us achieves any credit when
meetings do not take place, especially at a time when
the wider community is experiencing real hardship.
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Mr Deputy Speaker: I have received notice from
the Minister of Health, Social Services and Public
Safety that he wishes to make a statement on the
review of publicly funded fertility treatment in
Northern Ireland.

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety (Mr McGimpsey): After an Assembly
debate on 25 October 2007, my Department conducted
a review of fertility services. The motion called on me to
initiate a comprehensive review of the criteria used to
assess eligibility, including the age-weighting criteria,
the ongoing waiting list problem and the number of
IVF treatments available on the NHS, with a view to
establishing a more equitable and accessible policy.

A stakeholder group, which included representatives
from user groups, the boards and trusts, was established
to conduct the review. That group’s input, as well as a
2007 Health Service review, formed the basis of my
proposals to improve access to publicly funded fertility
services. I am grateful for the stakeholder group’s input.

Infertility has a devastating impact on couples who
want to complete their family by having a child, and it
is important that the Health Service does everything that
it can to help and support couples in that unfortunate
position. However, as Members know, my limited
resources are subject to competing demands. Publicly
funded fertility treatment has been available in Northern
Ireland — initially on an interim basis — since 2001.
In September 2006, after a consultation process during
which a wide range of views was expressed, arrangements
for a publicly funded specialist fertility service were
announced. That consultation resulted in the clear
message that access to fertility services should be
widened, and, therefore, a set of criteria was published.

That included raising the upper age limit for women
using their own eggs to receive treatment from 37 to
39, allowing people with dependant children to access
the service and allowing people who have been sterilised
to access the service at the discretion of their clinician.

By widening the criteria, more couples were able to
access fertility services. In particular, the raising of the
age limit from 37 to 39 was aimed at helping those
women who did not join the waiting list until their
mid-30s. Often, couples trying to have a child will wait
for a number of years before turning to fertility treatment.
Women who are approaching the age limit when they
join the waiting list for publicly funded IVF treatment
can find themselves in the heartbreaking situation of
breaching the upper age limit before they are called for
treatment.

I encourage couples who are having difficulty
conceiving to seek timely advice from their general
practitioner who may be able to offer some simple
diagnostic tests that may help to provide reassurance
or to identify an underlying medical problem.

It was important to ensure that counselling services
were made more accessible to couples who were
considering fertility treatment. The decision as to
whether to use fertility treatment can be difficult for
some couples. Added to that, the treatment itself can be
emotionally stressful, particularly if it is unsuccessful.
It is a time at which the best advice and support should
be available to help couples to make the decision that
is right for them. Funding limitations mean that access
is limited to one cycle of treatment per patient, which
is in line with the majority of areas in the UK.

Following a year of operation under the 2006 criteria,
the four health and social services boards and the Belfast
Health and Social Care Trust reviewed the situation.
That review showed that the relaxation of the age and the
dependant children criteria had allowed an additional
233 couples, who would previously have been ineligible,
to access fertility treatment — a 55% increase in
eligible patients, which is significant. However, the
evaluation also highlighted that the increasing demand
for treatment exceeded the available resources with the
result that waiting times had increased. During the
October 2007 debate, Members raised concerns about
the length of waiting times for treatment, and the fact
that it could lead to some couples in their 30s breaching
the upper age limit before being called for treatment.

The review conducted by my Department addressed
a number of areas, namely, the appropriateness of the
existing criteria for accessing the service, the management
of the waiting list and how any available extra funding
could best be used to improve the service.

I emphasise that the stakeholder group that provided
valuable input during the review process was supportive
of the existing access criteria, and did not see the need
for significant changes. In particular, it recognised that
existing criteria provided fair and equitable access to
services.

A couple of minor amendments have been suggested.
Existing criteria allow for a very small number of women,
using donated eggs, to access services up to the age of
49. Stakeholders felt strongly that, whereas only a
small number of women are affected, it nevertheless
introduces inequity into the system. It is, therefore,
proposed that the upper age limit for a female partner
using donated eggs should be reduced from 49 to 39,
which is in line with the criterion for women using
their own eggs.

An existing criterion also requires that couples
receiving treatment are in a stable relationship. From
discussions with stakeholders, it became clear that that
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criterion is impossible to apply and may run counter to
equality legislation in Northern Ireland. It is proposed
that the criterion restricting treatment to those in a
stable relationship should be removed. That proposal is
made on the understanding that treatment should be
limited to those with a diagnosed medical problem
with fertility, and that the child’s welfare — and,
specifically, his or her parenting needs — are considered
in line with legislation. Those proposed amendments
will form part of a public consultation, and I encourage
everyone to respond and make known their views.

Waiting times for treatment is an important matter.
Currently, waiting times can vary depending on where
a person lives.

11.30 am

The current system of separate waiting times for
each board area was introduced with the positive
intention of allowing each board to match supply and
demand in its own area. However, that has led to an
unacceptable situation in which waiting times can vary
depending on where a person lives.

In considering waiting-list management, my aim has
been to ensure equitable access for all by providing a
clear and transparent system that allows those who
access the service to know when they can expect to be
treated. I propose, therefore, to change the current
system of separate waiting lists for each health and
social services board area by introducing a regional
list. That new system will be introduced, along with
any other changes that result from the consultation.

As I have previously stated, my Department faces
many competing priorities. However, I am pleased to
announce that [ have managed to secure extra funding
for fertility services that will make a real difference to
reducing waiting times over the next six months. I will
invest £800,000, which, commissioners advise me, will
allow up to 200 extra women to be treated before the
end of the financial year. I expect the waiting time to be
reduced to a maximum of 12 months shortly afterwards.

In the longer term, I aspire to meet guidance from
the National Institute for Health and Clinical
Excellence (NICE), which recommends that three
cycles of treatment should be offered to those who
seek fertility treatment. However, just as in the rest of
the UK, the lack of funding makes that extremely
difficult to achieve. As a first step, [ want to ensure
that we make the best use of any additional recurrent
funding that I am able to secure. Therefore, as part of
the consultation, I will ask whether couples want
access to a second treatment opportunity or whether
they would prefer to further reduce waiting times in
the first instance. The question of which of those
options best meets the priorities of service users will
form an important part of the consultation.

The additional funding is good news for fertility
services and couples who desperately want to have a
child. The aim of the review has been to ensure fair and
equitable access to that service and to ensure that we
make the best possible use of the resources at our
disposal. I am therefore pleased to announce the launch
of a public consultation on publicly funded fertility
treatment in Northern Ireland. I look forward to hearing
the views of the public and of Assembly Members,
which will help inform the way forward.

The Deputy Chairperson of the Committee for
Health, Social Services and Public Safety (Mrs
O’Neill): Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann Combhairle.
I thank the Minister for his statement on this very
important subject. I particularly welcome the proposal
to introduce a regional waiting list, which will ensure
that women are treated equally, irrespective of where
they live. I also welcome the provision of additional
funding, which should allow more couples to receive
treatment and should go some way towards improving
the current position.

In the past, I have made the case for women who are
approaching the upper end of the age limit to be given
priority so that they do not end up being discharged
from the system before they are able to receive treatment.
That is an issue that still needs to be addressed. When
we debated this issue in the Assembly in October 2007,
the Minister indicated that approximately 590 patients
were waiting for IVF treatment, and that approximately
420 cycles were provided each year. Will the Minister
provide an update on those numbers, the current waiting
times, and whether there have been any improvements
since the debate in October 2007? Go raibh maith agat.

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety: The current waiting list comprises just
over 600 people, and the current treatment cycles are
running at just over 440 a year. With the investment
providing an extra 200 treatments, it is anticipated that
that will allow the waiting list to come down to around
400 people, which almost matches the current number
of available treatments. That means that no one will
wait longer than one year for treatment, which is a
positive step.

The issue of age weighting has arisen time and
again. Stakeholders studied that issue and strongly feel
that age weighting should not occur because it is not
equitable. If women at the upper end of the age scale
were age-weighted, women lower down would suffer
because there are only so many cycles available.
Age-weighting one group of women would effectively
deny others treatment. Therefore, the way to deal with
that is by attacking the waiting lists, which I will do
using extra investment.

Mr Easton: [ broadly welcome the Minister’s
announcement, and I am especially pleased with his
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proposals to introduce a regional waiting list, treat an
additional 200 women and invest extra finance, and
with his aim to allow three treatment cycles.

Nevertheless, I have some concerns. First, will the
£800,000 be new money or money arising from
efficiency savings? Secondly, I am concerned that the
age limit for the use of donated eggs will be reduced
from 49 to 39. Will the Minister estimate how many
women that measure will affect? Obviously, some
women will lose out.

Finally, I am concerned that, as the Deputy Chai-
rperson of the Health Committee said, circumstances
might arise in which the appointments of women who
intend to use their own eggs and who are already on
the waiting list are cancelled through no fault of their
own — due to their doctor being on leave or for some
other reason — and, subsequently, those women may
go beyond the age limit and lose out. Will the Minister
tell Members how he intends to address that
inadequacy in the system?

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety: The Member asked several questions,
and I will attempt to remember and answer them all.
His first question was about waiting lists. The key to
ensuring that no one must wait for longer than 12 months
is to invest money, and that is what I am doing. Given
that the waiting list is currently 600 treatments and we
manage to carry out 440 treatments per annum, if we
invest money to conduct a further 200 treatments, the
waiting list will fall below the annual required provision.
That allows us to say that no one will wait for longer
than 12 months.

The stakeholders considered age weighting to be
inequitable; it has resulted in younger women being
disadvantaged. Moreover, fertility-treatment success
rates drop dramatically as women get older. Therefore,
it is essential that women go to their GPs and access
services earlier. The NICE guidelines recommend
three cycles, which, although seldom reached due to
funding limitations, is an aspiration throughout the
UK. Of course, funding limits what we can do, so we
must prioritise spending.

Concerning the extra £800,000, the Member will be
aware that I negotiated flexibility within my budget,
and that allows me to move funds around, which is
what I am doing in this case. I will not be taking money
from anyone else; money will be available because other
funds have been underspent or spent more efficiently,
thus allowing me to redirect them.

Mr McCallister: It is excellent to see a Minister
responding to a debate in the House, and I congratulate
and thank him for that.

The Minister’s announcement is good news for
couples. The regional list is welcome because it will
eliminate the postcode lottery. The time that couples

spend undergoing fertility treatment is difficult, and
they will be greatly encouraged to hear about the extra
funding that is to be invested in such services. Will the
Minister pledge to work with stakeholder groups in
order to keep this matter high on the agenda and, if he
manages to find more resources, will he invest them in
those services?

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety: Colleagues are well aware of the funding
situation for health services and, at Budget time, when
I negotiated extra resources, I made it clear that,
although not enough, the amount of funding that was
allocated was as good as it would get.

There is a gap in provision between Northern Ireland
and England of approximately £300 million, which will
double over the next three years. Everyone is aware of
that situation, so we must ensure that the service remains
efficient. However, we also must prioritise, and that
leads to tough decisions having to be made. I am aware
of the need and of the problems that exist in this area,
and, after careful consideration, I have decided that the
best way forward is to invest and to ensure that waiting
lists are reduced to being within 12 months. That is a
reasonable position.

I aspire to having a situation in which patients
receive three cycles of treatment, and I also aspire to
having no waiting lists. However, funding does not
allow for those situations.

Mr McCarthy: [ welcome the Minister’s statement
and the fact that he has taken action following the
Assembly’s debate on fertility treatment in October
2007. Despite the scepticism of some in the value of
tabling motions, this is another instance where the
Minister has listened and is dealing with a problem. I
hope that the end result will be to the satisfaction of
many people.

I also welcome the public consultation that is
outlined in the statement. Will the Minister tell us
when the closing date for that consultation will be?
Furthermore, following that consultation, when does
the Minister expect that a decision will be made?

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety: I cannot be specific on the date, but I
anticipate the consultation to last around 12 weeks. A
decision will then be made as quickly as possible.

One always looks for consensus during a consultation.
Only when that cannot be found do I have to make a
decision. I anticipate that a decision will be made as
quickly as possible, certainly by next year. I will publish
a timetable as soon as I can.

Ms S Ramsey: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. Like other Members who have spoken
today, I feel that there are several action points in the
Minister’s statement, and I thank him for those. In a
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previous answer, the Minister touched on how he
aspires to implement the NICE guidelines of offering
three cycles of treatment to patients. Will the Minister
tell us when that important aspiration will become a
reality? He has stated already that he has the flexibility
in his budget to move the necessary funds around in
the event of an underspend.

Furthermore, does the Minister believe that the new
regional hospital for women and children will have a
part to play?

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety: Clearly, the success of fertility services
will add to the demand on services in the new hospital,
and that is to be welcomed. As I said previously, I aspire
to having that hospital built as quickly as possible.
However, there are funding limitations, and the Member
is as aware of those as I am.

The Member is correct to say that implementing the
NICE guidelines is an aspiration. However, funding
and providing three cycles of treatment would mean
taking money away from other areas. Therefore, it is a
matter of balancing priorities. In my view, ensuring
that waiting lists are kept within 12 months is a
reasonable approach, given the available resources.

Ms Ni Chuilin: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. Like all other Members, I welcome most of
the aspirations and details of the Minister’s statement.

I am delighted that the Minister has clarified the
situation as regards stable relationships — that issue
has created a great deal of inequality. Paramount to a
stable family is ensuring that the welfare of the child is
raised. Therefore, I am glad that those criteria have
been changed.

However, I want to highlight the issue of counselling
and support. Anyone who has dealt with families
contemplating, going through or on a waiting list for
IVF treatment will know that such experiences are
very traumatic.

That was talked about at last October’s Assembly
debate on IVF fertility waiting lists, at which the Members
who spoke made valuable contributions. However, |
am working with families who are still going through
that trauma. Will additional funding or resources be
made available for counselling and the provision of
emotional support to couples who are attending their
GP and, subsequently, referred for treatment?

11.45 am

I assume that many people feed into the consultation.
However, if the feedback from the consultation conflicts
with the views of the stakeholder group, what will the
Minister do?

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety: We hope to find consensus through

consultation, but I do not want to pre-empt my position.
The consultation will end on 13 January, and, as soon
as possible after that, I will present its conclusions.
Counselling is important, and it is an area in which we
have invested. It is important, as in so many areas, to
provide the necessary emotional support and advice to
couples and individuals who are involved in fertility
treatment.

I welcome Ms Ni Chuilin’s comments on the removal
of the criterion restricting treatment to those in a stable
relationship. It is impossible for fertility services to
determine whether a relationship is stable. However,
the overarching principles must be the requirements of
the child and his or her parenting needs, and they have
been protected in the proposals in the review.

Mr Attwood: I apologise for not being in the
Chamber for the beginning of the Minister’s statement;
I was at a Committee meeting. I join other Members in
welcoming the review and its outcomes, particularly
the decisions relating to the availability of more money
and the regional list.

Before Mr McGimpsey came into office, I had to
wait many months before departmental officials were
able to confirm to me how many people were on
waiting lists in the North. That long wait — six months
— did not fill my constituents or me with confidence.
At that time, however, officials confirmed that there
were approximately 500 people on a waiting list.

[ return to the issue of women who turn 40 when
they are on the waiting list. The Minister knows that I
was dealing with a case in which a woman turned 40
when she was twelfth on a waiting list of more than 500.
As soon as she turned 40, she was no longer entitled to
treatment. Some Members will have similar examples.

According to the Minister, the review group said
that it would not be equitable to favour those who are
about to turn 40 and that to do so would discriminate
against younger women.

I have said to the Minister before and I say to him
again: the Department is applying the wrong test. If a
woman who is about to reach the age of 40 is being
treated, the test should be based on whether there is a
disproportionate disadvantage to younger women. It
should not be on whether there is disadvantage but on
whether there is disproportionate disadvantage.

Mr Deputy Speaker: The Member must ask a
question.

Mr Attwood: Did the stakeholder group take legal
advice on favouring the older woman over the younger?
If the stakeholder group did not take legal advice, will
the Minister do so now? Was a computer program used
to determine the effect on young women if those who
are approaching 40 were treated early? If a computer

169



Tuesday 21 October 2008

program was not used, the review — welcome as it is
— has missed important features.

The Minister of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety: Mr Attwood raised a lot of questions,
and I will respond as best I can.

NICE guidelines state that the limit is 39 years of
age — up to the woman’s fortieth birthday — and that
advice is based on scientific evidence. The success rate
shows a dramatic difference between women in their
twenties or early thirties and older women, and the
Department is aware of that fact. The stakeholder group
took the view that it could not make an exception,
because to do so would be to deprive women in their
thirties who have been on the waiting list for the same
length of time. My approach is to attack the waiting
list to ensure that no one waits longer than one year.

Mr Attwood referred to legal advice. The Department
is carrying out a consultation process that will end in
mid-January. That information will have to be equality
proofed and, therefore, there will be legal advice. |
presume that the stakeholder group review will have
examined how that advice will be determined, although
I cannot be specific. The whole consultation process
will be legally proofed — as one would expect.

As regards running a computer program, the Human
Fertilisation and Embryology Authority has strict and
tightly controlled guidelines. It is difficult to tell who
is at that upper age limit without breaching confidentiality.
However, that is the view of the stakeholder group, and
the Member has a different view. We are carrying out a
consultation, and those with different views can come
forward. However, in advantaging a woman of 39 years
of age, one would be disadvantaging a woman of 29
years of age.

I am not sure that I have covered all of Mr Attwood’s
points. However, [ will read the Hansard report and
reply to him in writing.

EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE BUSINESS

Road Traffic (Traffic Wardens) (Revocation)
Order (Northern Ireland) 2008

The Minister for Regional Development (Mr
Murphy): I beg to move

That the Road Traffic (Traffic Wardens) (Revocation) Order
(Northern Ireland) 2008 be affirmed.

Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann Combhairle. The
purpose of the statutory rule is to revoke the Road
Traffic (Traffic Wardens) Order (Northern Ireland) 1999,
which prescribed the functions that may be undertaken
by traffic wardens. Until October 2006, parking offences
were treated as criminal offences and, therefore, the
responsibility of the PSNI. Traffic wardens were
employed by the PSNI to enforce parking restrictions,
and the 1999 Order established the functions of the
traffic warden.

In October 2006, parking enforcement was
decriminalised by the Traffic Management (Northern
Ireland) Order 2005, and became the responsibility of my
Department. As part of the new decriminalised parking
enforcement regime, traffic wardens transferred to the
NCP as traffic attendants to enforce parking on behalf
of the Department. As there are no longer any traffic
wardens, the 1999 Order is now obsolete. The Depart-
ment has consulted with the PSNI, which has confirmed
that it is content for the 1999 Order to be revoked.

I am grateful for the consideration given to the
proposal by my Executive colleagues and by the
Committee for Regional Development. The Examiner
of Statutory Rules has also considered the Order and is
content. That has allowed the Order to proceed to
today’s debate to seek affirmation. As a result, [ am
recommending that the Road Traffic (Traffic Wardens)
(Revocation) Order (Northern Ireland) 2008 be
affirmed by the Assembly. Go raibh maith agat, a
LeasCheann Combairle.

The Chairperson of the Committee for Regional
Development (Mr Cobain): The Committee for
Regional Development considered the proposal for this
statutory rule on 30 April and indicated on 7 May that
it was content with the policy merits of the proposal
on. The Committee further considered the statutory
rule on 10 September and resolved on 24 September
that it be affirmed. The Committee for Regional
Development is content that the statutory rule be
affirmed by the Assembly.

Mr G Robinson: It is encouraging to see the legislation
being amended, as it brings clarification to a difficult area.

The Committee’s view was that it should support
the changes, and I concur with that. I support the motion.
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Mr Dallat: I totally agree with the recommendation.
I want, however, to raise one issue. In the past, traffic
wardens could be called on to divert traffic in emerg-
encies. The new traffic attendants do not have that
power. Does the Minister have any ideas about how to
cope with the emergencies that unfortunately happen?

The Minister for Regional Development: Go raibh
maith agat, a LeasCheann Comhairle. I thank the
Committee members for their support of the motion.
Regarding Mr Dallat’s question: in 2001, the police
stated that they no longer considered parking enforcement
to be a core policing function. The Department then
considered a business case to take on decriminalised
parking enforcement, and that was discussed in detail
with all the key stakeholders, including the police. It
was agreed that only parking enforcement duties would
be decriminalised, and that all other duties, including
directing traffic, would remain the responsibility of the
police. That proposal was reflected in a policy consultation
document, published in August 2003, that related
solely to parking enforcement. Therefore, to answer
Mr Dallat’s question, the police will remain responsible
for directing traffic and all other traffic functions, apart
from parking enforcement.

I am confident that the statutory rule that is before
the Assembly will clarify the position as regards traffic
attendants and their functions.

Question put and agreed to.

Resolved:

That the Road Traffic (Traffic Wardens) (Revocation) Order
(Northern Ireland) 2008 be affirmed.

Motor Vehicles (Speed Limits) (Amendment)
Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2008

The Minister for Regional Development (Mr
Murphy): I beg to move

That the Motor Vehicles (Speed Limits) (Amendment)
Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2008 be affirmed.

The purpose of this statutory rule is to amend the
Motor Vehicles (Speed Limits) Regulations (Northern
Ireland) 1989 to clarify that the maximum speed limits
prescribed in those regulations are subservient to any
lesser speed limit applying to the same length of road
by virtue of other specified statutory provision. The
Motor Vehicles (Speed Limits) Regulations (Northern
Ireland) 1989 authorise the maximum speed for different
classes of vehicles on motorways, dual carriageways
and other roads. For example, in the case of a car, the
maximum speed on a dual carriageway is 70 mph.

In addition to those overarching speed limit regulations,
specific speed limits may apply to individual roads, or
lengths of roads, by virtue of other statutory provisions.
In such circumstances, the relevant legislation is silent
as to which speed limit has precedence. The statutory
rule is intended to remove that potential anomaly by
providing that, in such circumstances, the lower of the
two speed limits always applies.

I am grateful for the consideration given to the
proposal by my Executive colleagues and the Committee
for Regional Development. Furthermore, the Examiner
of Statutory Rules has considered the statutory rule
and is content. That has allowed the statutory rule to
proceed for affirmation today.

I therefore recommend that the Motor Vehicles
(Speed Limits) (Amendment) Regulations (Northern
Ireland) 2008 be affirmed.

The Chairperson of the Committee for Regional
Development (Mr Cobain): As the Minister said, the
purpose of the statutory rule is to clear up an anomaly
that came to light in December 2006, when a member
of the public contested a speeding fine that was incurred
while driving along the A55 outer ring road. When the
case came before the Magistrates” Court in October
20006, the magistrate dismissed it. The Departmental
Solicitor’s Office was ‘consulted, and its view was
that, as the legislation stands, two speed limits could
apply to that stretch of road. Each speed limit is authorised
by different statutory legislation and neither piece of
legislation has precedence over the other. Therefore,
the current situation is unsatisfactory.

The road safety implications are noteworthy. It is
understood that the PSNI has suspended enforcement
of the speed limits on that particular stretch of the ASS.
A recent poll of UK drivers found that drivers in Northern
Ireland were the most likely to speed, and the Department
has indicated that such ambiguity about speed limits
may apply to other roads. The obvious solution — the
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addition of a 30 mph sign at the relevant point on the A55,
where the single carriageway becomes a dual carriageway
— does not appear to address the issue satisfactorily.

12.00 noon

Leaving aside the Department’s policy of not providing
repeater 30-mph signs because of the environmental
impact and sign clutter, Roads Service indicated that
there may be other roads on which the ambiguity
applies. Putting an additional sign, or signs, on the A55
would provide only a local solution.

The motion seeks to clarify the legislation in Northern
Ireland to ensure that speed limits in the Road Traffic
Regulation (Northern Ireland) Order 1997 and the
Roads (Northern Ireland) Order 1993 take precedence
over the speed limits authorised by the Motor Vehicles
(Speed Limits) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 1989.

The Committee for Regional Development considered
the proposal as a statutory rule on 16 January 2008,
and indicated that it was content with the policy merits
of the proposal on 23 January 2008. The Committee
further considered the statutory rule on 10 September,
and, on 24 September 2008, it resolved that the statutory
rule be affirmed. The Committee for Regional Develop-
ment is content for the statutory rule to be affirmed by
the Assembly.

Mr Dallat: In Northern Ireland, measurements are
made in both miles and kilometres. If my car breaks
down on the M2, the signs instruct me to walk so
many metres to the nearest telephone, but the speed of
my driving is measured in miles per hour. The Minister
lives in South Armagh, so he will be aware that his
driving speed is measured in both miles per hour and
kilometres per hour within a few miles of his home.
What progress has been made to standardise speed
limits here with those in the rest of Europe?

The Minister for Regional Development: Go raibh
maith agat, a LeasCheann Combhairle. The point that
Mr Dallat made has been raised on several occasions
in discussions on road safety. Those discussions are
primarily undertaken by the Minister of the Environment
and his Department at meetings of the North/South
Ministerial Council in transport sectoral format. It is
primarily a road safety issue and is dealt with by the
Department of the Environment, but I will endeavour
to find out what progress is being made.

I am grateful for the Chairperson’s comments and
for the Committee’s consideration. I am confident that
the statutory rule will clarify the position and help to
prevent future ambiguity on the maximum speed limit
that drivers must observe. In turn, that will help to
improve road safety. Go raibh maith agat.

Question put and agreed to.

Resolved:

That the Motor Vehicles (Speed Limits) (Amendment) Regulations
(Northern Ireland) 2008 be affirmed.

PRIVATE MEMBERS’ BUSINESS
Location of Public-Sector Jobs

Mr Deputy 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.

One amendment has been selected and published on
the Marshalled List. The proposer of the amendment
will have 10 minutes in which to propose and five
minutes in which to make a winding-up speech.

Mr Gallagher: I beg to move

That this Assembly notes the findings of the Bain Report on the
location of public sector jobs and welcomes its recommendations;
calls on the Department of Finance and Personnel and the Executive
to pursue its recommendations with an active policy of decentralisation
with the full co-operation of all departments; and further calls on
relevant Ministers to address the access problems of inadequate
infrastructure and poor public transport identified at Enniskillen,
Cookstown and Downpatrick so that, to achieve better balanced
economic growth, these towns can be considered for the further
location of public sector jobs.

Reforms in the public sector and advances in
technology offer new possibilities for how people
work and deliver services. Therefore, the Bain Report’s
exploration of implications and new possibilities is timely.

Mr Weir: On a point of order, Mr Deputy Speaker.
The clocks in the Chamber seem to have frozen in time.
Although Members are keen to listen to Mr Gallagher
all day long, that may make it difficult for him to know
how long he has left in which to propose the motion.

Mr Dallat: That was a timely intervention. [Laughter.]

Mr Gallagher: The motion welcomes the
recommendations in the Bain Report to roll out some
Civil Service jobs to the six towns that are identified.
That will include around 4,000 jobs, and although that
is a small fraction of the total workforce in the public
service, it is, nevertheless, encouraging news.

The motion also welcomes and supports Bain’s
attempts to promote economic development and to
reduce social deprivation. It calls for access problems
at Cookstown, Downpatrick and Enniskillen, which
the report identifies, to be addressed. The report states
that those towns could benefit from possible future
waves of decentralisation. Poor roads and poor public
transport were given as the reasons that those towns
were not considered at this stage. Consequently, they
have not been included in the current list of towns that
will, I hope, benefit from the decentralisation of public-
sector jobs. Therefore, it is essential that those three
towns are given the necessary attention and support to
put them on an equal footing with the other six towns.
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The amendment is weak, because it contains nothing
to oblige the Executive, or any Department, to address
the problems. When the issue of disadvantaged areas
— particularly those in the west or on the periphery
— comes up for debate in the Assembly, there is always
an outpouring of concern. However, nothing has been
done, particularly for Enniskillen and Fermanagh. As
the report shows, that area is trapped in a chicken-and-
egg situation; it is a vicious circle. It cannot be considered
for investment because its roads are not good enough,
and the roads cannot be improved because funding is
not provided to do that. Therefore, I urge Members to
reject the amendment.

I welcome the report. The SDLP has long argued for
the benefits of the decentralisation of public-sector jobs.
The implementation of the report’s recommendations
will be a step on the road to creating a better regional
economic balance.

Mr Weir: Will the Member give way?

Mr Gallagher: I will not give way. The Member
will speak to the amendment, and when he does so, he
will have an adequate opportunity to have an input.

The introduction to the report reminds us of the
need for regional economic balance, and in order to
ensure that economic benefits are accessible to a wider
group, it sets out the importance of reducing the
disparities in economic growth in Northern Ireland and
of tackling the social deprivation that exists in parts of
Northern Ireland. That was a primary consideration of
Bain’s work in compiling the report, and it would be
difficult for any Member to disagree with the objective
of reducing disparities and inequalities.

The report states that the infrastructure in the receiving
locations must be sufficiently robust to absorb and
sustain public-sector employment over time. It
recommends six locations to which public-sector jobs
should be located: Derry, Omagh, Craigavon, Newry,
Ballymena and Coleraine. The report suggests that the
scale of relocation should be commensurate with the
infrastructural capability of each of those centres, and
we welcome the proposed job relocations to those towns.

The report, as I said, identifies three other towns
with particular problems that can only be considered as
relocation centres if limits in relation to infrastructure
and access are addressed. In the interest of equality of
economic opportunity, I demand that those infrastructural
and access limitations be addressed now. If reducing
social deprivation and economic disparities is to be taken
seriously, rather than be paid lip service, those
problems must be addressed immediately. Invest NI’s
usual circular argument, which uses the lack of
infrastructure as an excuse for a failure to attract
investment to the area, has left many people in the west
feeling quite sick and tired.

Now that Enniskillen has been named along with two
other towns in the Bain Report as having accessibility
problems, the Government have a duty and responsibility
to address those issues in the interests of equality, fairness
and economic opportunity. Everyone knows that lack
of economic opportunity is directly linked to social
inequalities and deprivation. The Executive have the
task of implementing the report’s recommendations; to
move from rhetoric to real and concrete benefits on the
ground for people across Northern Ireland.

The important point is that the Executive can hardly
do that work if they cannot agree to meet. It is not
surprising that many people wonder whose interests
the Executive hold uppermost. Therefore, people in the
west do not want to be again told that they should be
grateful that a new road extension is being built from
Dungannon to Ballygawley. Yes, that is helpful; however,
upgrading roads in another county is not good enough,
and it certainly does not amount to upgrading roads in
Fermanagh, which must be done.

Professor Bain directs his comments at the problems
in Enniskillen thus:

“The town is poorly served by its transport networks.”

That is not news to anyone who has tried to get
through that town. A bypass is needed, and must be
made a priority. The Department for Regional
Development (DRD) has been asked to approve a
bypass for the past 20 years, but nothing has been
done. The people of the area, meanwhile, continue to
wait while, as the report states, job opportunities pass
by their area. [ hope that the review that has been
announced by the Minister of Enterprise, Trade and
Investment will lead Invest NI to rethink its current
strategy of directing investment to Derry and to
Belfast, because that strategy must change.

The Programme for Government and investment
strategy for Northern Ireland aim to create:

“economically competitive and socially cohesive cities and
towns and thriving and sustainable rural communities”.

In order to create “sustainable rural communities”
there must be a review of the present policy of closing
rural schools.

Mr McGlone: I, in common with Mr Gallagher and
other Members who represent areas west of the River
Bann, do not see much compatibility between the
recommendations of the Bain Report and what is
happening at present. A cursory glance at last week’s
local press revealed that Northern Ireland Water wants
to close more of its local offices in towns west of the
Bann. Those towns have already been denuded of rates
offices and roads offices.

That said, if there were a functioning Executive that
were fit to bring forward projects and to promote
industry —
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Mr Deputy Speaker: Mr Gallagher’s time is up.
There will be no extra time for the intervention.

Mr McGlone: Does the Member agree that those
projects would benefit the area west of the Bann? I am
thinking, in particular, of the policing college in
Cookstown, which would help the construction industry.

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

Mr Gallagher: That turned out to be a timely
intervention —

Mr Deputy Speaker: No extra time is allowed for a
10-minute speech.

12.15 pm

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order. I call Simon Hamilton
to move the amendment.

Ms S Ramsey: Give way to Tommy.

Mr Hamilton: No, [ will not let Tommy finish
— he has had enough time.

I beg to move the following amendment: Leave out
all after “its” in line 2 and insert

“contents and conclusions as an important contribution to the
ongoing debate on this issue, and calls upon the Minister of Finance
and Personnel to report to the Executive and the Assembly in a
timely manner, having carefully considered the various consequences,
including value for money, of the Report’s recommendations, with
views on how this matter may be addressed.”

I want to make two points clear on moving the
amendment standing in my name and in that of the
clock-watcher in chief, Mr Weir. First, the DUP supports
the concept of relocating public-sector jobs. That is
evident, as a DUP Finance Minister initiated the process
that led to the report that we are discussing today.

Secondly, I do not disagree with many of the
conclusions of the Bain Report — in fact, I agree with
the vast majority of them. The report contains many
sensible proposals. For instance, the towns outside greater
Belfast that have been named as possible locations for
relocating public-sector jobs are sensible suggestions,
as is the idea of a phased approach to their relocation.

The pursuance of the relocation of public-sector
jobs from Great Britain to Northern Ireland is a sound
objective. The recommendation that we should avoid
grand, dramatic proposals and that we should proceed
in a modest and prudent manner is very much the basis
of my contribution, and I will move to that shortly.
However, I have some issues with the report; hence my
unwillingness to give it blanket support at this stage. I will
also be requesting an examination of the consequences
of the report.

First, I want to touch on the report’s complete exclusion
of the greater Belfast area as an option for the relocation
of public-sector jobs. Indeed, the report goes a little
further than that, in that it recommends that there
should be “a presumption against locating in Belfast”.

Mr McCarthy: Will the Member give way?
Mr Hamilton: Yes, briefly.

Mr McCarthy: Northern Ireland Water, which is a
Government-owned company, announced only last
week that it is closing offices in Conlig, Lisburn and
Downpatrick and relocating them to the centre of
Belfast. Does that action not completely contradict the
wishes of Bain and our Government?

Mr Hamilton: I understand the point that the Member
makes. He will also be aware of the consultation on
DARD Direct’s equality impact assessment on the
relocation of jobs from the constituency that we share.
However, it is inconceivable that there is no opportunity
to shift public-sector jobs in the greater Belfast area as
defined in the report. In fact, there are some arguments
in favour of the idea.

There are already low levels of public-sector jobs in
some district council areas surrounding Belfast. Many
people from those areas are employed in public-sector
jobs in Belfast, but the job location itself does not tend
to be in those district council areas. The appendices of
the report show that Larne, Carrick and my own area
of Ards have low levels of full-time employment in the
public sector per 100 of the working population,
compared with all the towns that have been named as
locations for relocating public-sector jobs.

Regional economic balance may not be a consideration
for relocating in the greater Belfast area, but there are
benefits to moving outside Belfast, not least environ-
mental benefits. Furthermore, traffic congestion would
be alleviated if people did not have to commute to
Belfast every day.

It is inconceivable, even on the regional economic
balance argument, that there are no areas in Belfast
where public-sector jobs could be moved to encourage
economic development.

In introducing any such programme, we must also
examine the consequences of the impact that it might
have on the necessary scale and size of Belfast and the
greater Belfast area as an economic driver for the
whole of Northern Ireland.

The amendment also mentions value for money. If
we are going to embark on any programme of relocation
of public-sector jobs, we would be foolish to do so
without considering cost and value for money. It is
unfortunate that Sir George Bain’s report is being
published at a time when finances are limited and there
are obvious constraints on our budgetary position. That
is where we are, and if anyone requires evidence of the
need to make cost and value for money the foremost
consideration, they only have to look to our neighbours
south of the border. Only last week, they halted their
relocation programme because of value-for-money
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considerations at this difficult budgetary time that they,
we and other Governments are experiencing.

There are other consequences that the Minister of
Finance and Personnel and his Executive colleagues
should consider carefully when moving this programme
forward. Not all the agencies that are listed as possible
candidates for moving will be as easy to relocate as
they might first appear. Northern Ireland Water, which
other Members mentioned, and Land and Property
Services are possible candidates for relocation, because
they occupy several offices across Belfast. It has been
suggested that those bodies and their employees should
be lifted out of Belfast, but that process is neither
simple nor straightforward. Some would argue that
operational difficulties exist within those organisations,
to put it mildly. Would lifting Northern Ireland Water
or Land and Property Services wholly out of Belfast
help them to do their jobs?

The under-representation of Protestant males in
lower grades in the Civil Service is also a well-
recognised problem. That begs the question: would
moving public-sector jobs from Belfast to some of the
towns that have been mentioned assist or hinder the
resolution of that problem?

Overall, however, the Minister, the Executive and
the Assembly should adopt a sensible, sure-footed and
steady approach to the subject. Such an approach
should be phased, and not too ambitious, as Sir George
Bain recommends in his report. The success, or rather,
the failures of others who have gone before us in other
regions of the UK, and in the Republic, provide us with
a note of caution; an examination of those experiences
is essential in moving forward.

We should consider the Scottish experience. The
most significant problem highlighted by the experiences
of other jurisdictions is staffing. The unions in Northern
Ireland support, in principle, the relocation of public-
sector jobs, but the experiences of Scotland and Ireland
show that when hardy comes to hardy, staff are not
always as supportive as their unions or political
representatives might be.

If the Minister decides to proceed with relocation, it
will be interesting to see whether staff will come
complaining to those Members who urge us to be
impetuous in the relocation of jobs. The Scottish example
has shown that, according to an Audit Scotland report:

“most current staff did not transfer from the original location.”

Of those surveyed in Scotland, fewer than a quarter
moved.

A recent Organization for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD) report recognised the
massive challenge that relocation of jobs posed for the
Irish Government. It states:

“indications were that in some areas, turnover of staff who were
opting not to relocate with their departments or offices could be as
high as 90%.”

It is clear that such a problem poses considerable
challenges for public service delivery in Northern Ireland
as well. If that situation were to be replicated here, what
effect would the loss of expertise and knowledge that
staff would not take with them have on the continued
quality of service that would be provided? What additional
training costs would be bound up in all of that?

Even in relation to that small element of what can
happen, and what has already happened in other
jurisdictions, the lesson is that we must take a cautious
approach to the whole subject matter.

The motion is not as steady and sure-footed as it
should be, and the lesson that must be learned when
formulating any policy on the relocation of public-
sector jobs is that we must be steady, sensible and
sure-footed. We must learn the lessons and heed the
examples that have been experienced elsewhere in
these islands.

Mr Boylan: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann
Combhairle. Ba mhaith liom tacu leis an run.

I welcome the motion, and thank the Members for
tabling it. The motion refers to three specific towns
that are mentioned in the Bain Report, and I agree that
we need to address the issues of regional disparity and
objective need. I will take this opportunity to speak in
a parochial manner, and I make no apologies for that.
Although the report at least acknowledged those
towns, I was disappointed that Armagh City was not
mentioned at all in the report, as were all other MLAs
who represent the constituency of Newry and Armagh.

Armagh is a unique city, and is historically renowned
as the city of saints and scholars. It has developed as a
centre of religion and administration over the years. In
recent times, Armagh City and District Council has
been at the forefront of promoting the city as a destination
for tourism, shopping, arts and culture — although, the
shopping that I refer to is of the niche kind, and does
not involve big retail developments and substantial
numbers of jobs. However, it is true to say that the
city’s special characteristics — the listed buildings,
conservation areas and narrow streets — have constrained
the growth of private-sector investment. Armagh totally
relies on public-sector jobs to sustain its local economy.

The major employers in the city and the surrounding
area are the Health Service, the education and library
board and the district council, which are responsible
for some 985 jobs — some 40% of employees in the
city. The properties in which those jobs are housed,
many of which are historically significant buildings of
unique architectural value, account for approximately
£400,000 of rates contribution. I dread to think what
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would happen to those buildings if those jobs were
moved out of the area.

Armagh has no major private business that caters
for hundreds of employees. Small firms that have
fewer than 50 employees account for 99.1% of all
employment. There is no major retail development
compared to those of our near neighbours in Newry
and Craigavon, nor is there any major foreign investment
strategy. Failure to retain or replace public-sector jobs
in Armagh would be a disaster for the city and district.
The motion mentions the need for infrastructure; I remind
Members that the Minister for Regional Development
recently announced the proposal for a link road in the
city, which will allow welcome relief and ease of
movement and transportation in and around the city.

The Bain Report is to be welcomed. There is a need
to relocate a number of public-sector jobs outside of
Belfast, but not with the result of job losses elsewhere.
It would defeat the purpose to relocate jobs from towns
and cities such as Armagh when the local economy is
so dependent on those jobs. Recently, all the MLAs
who represent the constituency of Newry and Armagh,
from all parties, signed a letter to be sent to the
Minister, asking that special consideration be given to
including Armagh in the Bain Report. That demonstrates
how serious the situation would be were Armagh to be
stripped completely of all public-sector jobs.

I can understand the Members who proposed the
motion wishing to fight the corner for their local
constituencies — I am fighting the corner for Armagh
city. Those Members have given me the opportunity to
highlight a potentially serious problem, and I hope that
the Members in the Chamber will agree, as their
colleagues in the constituency agreed, that this is an
issue that deserves to be acknowledged and addressed.
I support the motion.

Mr Deputy Speaker: The Business Committee has
arranged to meet immediately upon the lunchtime
suspension. I, therefore, propose, by leave of the
Assembly, to suspend the sitting until 2.00 pm, when the
first Member called to speak will be Mr Danny Kennedy.

The sitting was suspended at 12.29 pm.

On resuming (Mr Speaker in the Chair) —
2.00 pm

Mr Kennedy: The Bain Report on the relocation of
public-sector jobs was always going to create winners
and losers. At the outset of the debate, it is important to
recognise that Bain’s scope is relatively modest. A total
of 3,000 to 4,000 public-sector jobs are involved in the
first pilot projects, which amounts to some 2% of the
total.

Bain had to find some kind of formula for the
relocation of public-sector jobs to provincial centres as
opposed to Belfast, and that formula had to be
rationally defensible. Ultimately, Bain has based his
findings on travel-to-work areas, and, when the other
factors on which the report touches are stripped away,
the travel-to-work areas largely determine the location
of the provincial centres that are to receive an influx of
public-sector jobs. The trouble with using travel-to-
work areas as the basis for change is the widely
varying size of those areas. The Belfast travel-to-work
area, for instance, stretches from Larne to Newcastle.
Consideration must also be given to the amount of
time that it takes to travel at peak times in those areas.

Although consideration of travel-to-work areas may,
at first, appear to be a rational way in which to
approach the issue, it is not necessarily the correct way
to do so. Admittedly, Bain tempers that approach with
other infrastructural, sustainability and community
considerations, but the fact remains that historic
patterns of public-sector job distribution are so
important to the towns, cities and areas in which they
are located — and the economy of those areas — that
any undermining of that situation could seriously
damage local economies. Nowhere is that more true
than in the great city of Armagh, and that is the flaw of
the Bain Report.

Public-sector employment is a vital part of the local
economy in Armagh, and it is essential that the
Executive do all in their power to retain that situation.
Median gross weekly earnings in Armagh are below
£350, compared with the Northern Ireland average of
£405. The downside of Armagh’s public-sector
dependence is that it has resulted in a potential for job
generation that is only 68% of the regional average. As
a result of being a centre for public-sector employment,
Armagh has experienced employment growth of only
2-5%, compared with the regional average of 3-7%. At
the very least, Armagh has the right to expect the
Executive to protect its public-sector jobs base.

I welcome the Minister to his place; he is aware that
I have written to him on behalf of other Members from
my constituency to request an urgent meeting to
discuss the Bain proposals. Already, there are significant
threats to public-sector employment in Armagh, with
important relocations having taken place.
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Although those relocations have been described as
temporary, considerable misgivings have been expressed
in Armagh about them. The headquarters function of
the health and social care trust has been moved from
Armagh to Craigavon Area Hospital, and the headquarters
function of the regional further education college from
Armagh to Newry. The creation of the education and
skills authority casts some doubt on the long-term
existence of the headquarters function of the Southern
Education and Library Board. In addition to those
concerns, doubts have been cast on the survival of
Armagh as a council headquarters, following the merging
of Armagh City and District Council with Craigavon
District Council and Banbridge District Council.

Before we run with Bain, let us walk with common
sense. We cannot, as an Assembly, agree to the asset-
stripping of public-sector functions from places such
as Armagh. If we are not careful, that will lead to the
unravelling of the economy of one of Northern
Ireland’s premier locations — a very old and respected
place, and the principal seat of our two main religious
denominations. That is why I support the amendment;
it sets Bain as only one marker on the road to progress
and does not make it the final word on public-sector
job relocation. This is a road that will have many turnings.

Mr Lunn: The Alliance Party welcomes the debate
and prefers the less-specific nature of the DUP
amendment, which we will support.

There is plenty in the Bain Report with which we
agree, and we agree with Mr Hamilton’s point that
there is potential to transfer jobs from the UK to
outlying areas of the Province. However, we are not so
sure about the thinking behind moving existing jobs
from Belfast to west of the Bann. There is a need to
examine the problem, but that will not simply be a
matter of relocation, as suggested by either the motion
or the report.

The relocation of significant numbers of public-
sector jobs can be prohibitively expensive, as
evidenced by the experience in the Republic where
decentralisation has, apparently, come to a grinding
halt because of the costs that are involved. We should
take note and learn from our neighbour’s experience,
because a similar process is now being suggested for
the North.

The Alliance Party recognises the underlying
rationale of decentralising away from greater Belfast.
However, we must be cautious in our approach and
ensure that a full cost-benefit analysis is completed for
each proposal. The city of Belfast has a relatively high
gross value added (GVA) figure that is the third
highest in the UK behind London and Edinburgh.
Indeed, the way that things are going, it might soon be
the highest, because financial-services jobs are
evaporating in those two cities.

By contrast, the rest of Northern Ireland has a very
low GVA compared with the UK average. However,
we should be wary of drawing the wrong conclusions
from that. There is a temptation to assume that Belfast
is overheating and that economic activity can be better
balanced across the Province and that the easy way to
do that is by relocating public-sector jobs. However,
that cannot be a substitute for private-sector-led
genuine economic growth.

Belfast’s GVA is high in only relative terms, and a
large proportion of it is public-sector based. These
days, international competition is not necessarily about
states, but about cities and city regions. The Belfast
region needs to have sufficient critical mass in order to
be a regional economic driver and to punch its weight
internationally, which it cannot do at present. Indeed, it
is regrettable that Belfast has been deemed to lack the
critical mass that is required to sustain a proper
rail-based rapid transit system.

Therefore, the problem may be not that the public
sector in Belfast is too large, but that it is too small.
That argues against the principle of moving jobs to
outlying areas of the Province. We should be thinking
in terms of a greater Belfast, or a Belfast city region,
and considering siting jobs in the greater Belfast area
— and, at the risk of sounding parochial, including
Bangor, Carrickfergus, Lisburn and areas that are close
to where existing and potential staff live.

Mr McNarry: Newtownards.

Mr Lunn: Newtownards and Strangford. There
should not be a presumption against locating new jobs
in greater Belfast.

Although labour-market mobility is important, there
are strong economic and environmental arguments for
providing non-market-sensitive public-sector jobs in
the areas where people live. Siting more jobs in the
places that I mentioned and examining locating jobs in
the Belfast city area would help to reduce the number
of residents who commute, and it would help to lessen
the strain on the local infrastructure.

The Alliance Party feels, therefore, that the report
— as always with anything that Professor Bain
produces — is a valuable contribution and a great
starting point. However, the subject requires careful
consideration, and we agree to proceed with caution on
the matter. Therefore, we support the DUP amendment.

Mr Paisley Jnr: I, too, support the amendment
tabled in the name of my colleagues Mr Hamilton and
Mr Weir.

However, it is important that we place on record our
thanks to George Bain for his work. It was an immense
task to outline and, indeed, to start the important
thought process of how we achieve a more equitable
distribution of public-sector jobs across the Province.
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We should remember that it was the former Minister of
Finance and Personnel, Peter Robinson, who first
commissioned that task, and his successor, Nigel
Dodds, who continues to carry that out, both of whom
are Belfast representatives. The commencement of that
process indicated that there must be new, fresh thinking
about where public-sector jobs ought to be located.

The Member for Newry and Armagh Danny
Kennedy is absolutely right to say that the report is a
modest step. The proposals contained in the report can
in no way be described as bold steps. That is because
the sort and number of jobs represented account for
about only 2% of total public-sector employment in
the Province. To relocate 2% of current Civil Service
posts is not the most significant or bold step to be taken.
The proposals are modest, and their implementation
ought not to be seen as a significant burden on any
Department, or to be misinterpreted as the silver bullet
and an answer to all the problems regarding the share
and distribution of public-sector employment.

People who live in the areas that have been
deliberately targeted in Mr Bain’s report —
Londonderry, Omagh, Craigavon, Newry, Ballymena,
and Coleraine — have good reason to want them to be
identified as places where there should be
employment. It is important that we scotch the rumour
that Mr Bain has been offered the freedom of the
borough in each of those areas. I know that he has
accepted only one of them. It is important that people
read about why those areas have been identified.

In recommendation 18 of the report, George Bain
goes to some length to identify 13 bodies that should
be candidates for relocation to those areas. The
Department should examine those bodies and size
them up with the various towns and cities mentioned in
recommendation 12 to see where they best fit, and to
try to achieve a pattern of distribution of new on-
stream jobs, as they come about. That does not
diminish the fact that when other bodies come online,
under the redistribution of local government, they
should also be considered in that way. That would be
one way in which to implement that proposal and to
see some of the opportunities, which have been quite
rightly identified in the report, realised and delivered.
The Assembly ought to be in the business of delivery;
it should deliver a fair share of jobs in a more equitable
way for the many people who live outside the greater
Belfast area. That can be an endorsed achievement of
the Assembly, provided that the report is handled in the
appropriate way.

I agree that the report should not be seen as a
constituency grab. That is why I am opposed to the
initial motion. It is so selfish; it focuses only on certain
areas as if they were the only ones that mattered. The
report should be viewed from a strategic point of view.
Northern Ireland must be viewed in its entirety to see

how best to distribute jobs across the Province. I hope
that we can get to that point. I hope that Members do
not view the issue, purely and simply, in a parochial
way and say that the report is about jobs for one
particular constituency over another. It must be seen in
a much more strategic way.

The Minster and the Department will view and
develop the report in that way, and they will deliver on
that basis. Job redistribution and creation must be
about helping localities, addressing travel-to-work
issues, and ensuring that those who work in the public
sector are a given a fair say on, and share of, those jobs.

2.15 pm

The Chairperson of the Committee for Finance
and Personnel (Mr McLaughlin): Go raibh maith
agat, a Cheann Combhairle. The location and
decentralisation of public-sector jobs has been a
long-standing issue on which I think we would all
agree that progress has been slow. The Bain Report,
however, presents an important and substantive
contribution to driving forward that agenda.

In July 2007, my Committee set out its initial
thinking on the debate over the location of public-
sector jobs as part of a wider report which also
examined the direction of Workplace 2010, the
accommodation project for the public service. The
Bain Review arose directly from the Committee’s
report, and the terms of reference for the review
reflected many of the Committee’s recommendations,
including: a strategic approach; an affirmative dispersal
policy; sustainability; lessons to be learned from
international experience of decentralisation; taking
account of the regional economic strategy; and
tackling economic disparities.

In terms of the economic and social imperative, the
Committee noted that the regional economic strategy
concluded that, even on a modest scale, dispersal could
bring significant local economic benefits, support
town-centre revitalisation and underpin and encourage
private-sector investment. In its report, the Committee
acknowledged the importance of the various guiding
principles for public-sector jobs location, including:
improving service delivery; taking account of staff
interests; achieving value for money; and promoting
equality and sustainable development.

The Committee placed particular emphasis on
maximising social and economic benefits, although it
was keenly aware, and acknowledged, that tensions
could arise between some of the guiding principles.
The core recommendation from the Committee was
that, although the costs of dispersal are important —
including the immediate investment requirements and
shorter-term value-for-money considerations — the
Department should give appropriate weighting to the
longer-term strategic gains, including the potential of
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dispersal as a tool for supporting the development of
the regional economic hubs, and thereby closing the
significant regional economic and prosperity gaps
within Northern Ireland.

Following publication of Bain’s report, the
Committee was briefed by Professor Bain on 1
October. During the briefing, he emphasised that the
key driver underpinning the review findings was
regional economic balance — in other words, reducing
the disparities in economic growth and social
deprivation between areas. In selecting that as its key
criterion, the review therefore aligned closely with the
initial recommendations from the Finance and
Personnel Committee. Professor Bain also issued a
very explicit health warning and explained the
limitations of the indicative cost modelling undertaken
as part of his review. He pointed out that significant
political will is required to implement relocation,
because accurate cost-benefit forecasts for relocation
will be difficult as the short-term costs are easier to
quantify than the longer-term social and economic
benefits. That is a very important point and a key
consideration addressed by my Committee.

The Bain Report recommends that, in assessing the
business case for each relocation proposal, the longer-
term costs and benefits should receive primary
consideration. We should recognise from the start that
that would be a significant departure from the
conventional approach to business-case appraisal,
which follows the processes laid out in the Treasury’s
green book.

In terms of the overall number of Civil Service
posts, the report proposes a modest and phased
approach to relocation, as has been pointed out. The
candidates proposed for relocation comprise
approximately 5,500 posts, representing only 5% of
the public-sector jobs currently based in the Belfast
travel-to-work area alone; and 2% — as Ian Paisley Jnr
pointed out — of the overall public sector. It is,
however, a first step, and it is noteworthy that Bain has
emphasised that the list of proposed relocation
candidates is not exhaustive, and that a critical
evaluation of the full range of public-sector
organisations would identify other suitable candidates.
The Finance and Personnel Committee will examine
the response from the Minister and the Executive to
the Bain recommendations and will monitor any
subsequent implementation.

Sinn Féin supports the proposal from the SDLP, as it
correctly and precisely identifies the consequences and
reality of regional disparity and the necessary policy-
driven actions that will address these iniquities. We do
not support the amendment, because it identifies the
particular argument that opponents of change will rely
on, which is the short-term approach. It also fails to

acknowledge the needs of the wider regional economy.
Go raibh maith agat.

Mr McQuillan: I am pleased to speak in the debate
on an issue that is of direct significance to my
constituency of East Londonderry. One of its major
towns is Coleraine, which the Bain Report suggests
could benefit from the decentralisation of public-sector
jobs. That would be of tremendous benefit to many in
my constituency, including those in Garvagh, Limavady
and Kilrea, who commute to Belfast to work.

There are many people who live in other areas
outside Belfast who are also forced to commute long
distances each day because their jobs in the Civil
Service are based in Belfast. Therefore, moving
public-sector jobs to locations outside Belfast could
reduce many of those journeys and alleviate the traffic
problems that we encounter on the roads daily.

There are, however, many more details in the
proposals that must be investigated. At a time when
economic pressures are at the forefront of everyone’s
mind a scheme that could cost upwards of £50 million
cannot be entered into lightly. A value-for-money
principle must be uppermost in all our minds — we
cannot throw our precious financial resources at the
decentralisation of Civil Service jobs without being
sure that there will be a good return for that investment.
There are a huge number of issues in places such as
Coleraine and Limavady, which would benefit from
the investment of a tiny proportion of that money.

Other areas, such as Scotland and the Republic of
Ireland, have already entered into a programme of
decentralisation of public-sector jobs. We must learn
from the problems those programmes faced; there is no
point in blindly following the proposals. We must
scrutinise the examples in other countries, learn about
the problems that they encountered and ensure that we
do not repeat their mistakes. The reason for comparing
examples is to evaluate their benefits and pitfalls.

The greatest potential lies in the locating of new
bodies in areas outside Belfast, which is what we
should focus on. The decentralisation of other public-
sector jobs can then be examined in the future, which
is important as we have to take into account the current
financial situation and the need for caution and value
for money in every penny that we spend.

I welcome the Bain Report and the aims that it sets
out for Northern Ireland. The decentralisation of
public-sector jobs has the potential to kick-start the
local economy and encourage inward investment in
those areas that receive the jobs. Coleraine and
Limavady could do with such investment, as could
many areas in Northern Ireland. I urge caution in
implementing any of the recommendations in the
report. I support the amendment.
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Mr K Robinson: I take the opportunity to apprise
Members of the injustice that has been done to my
East Antrim constituency over a considerable period.
The Bain Report is only the latest example of how the
East Antrim boroughs of Newtownabbey,
Carrickfergus and Larne have been neglected, which
may continue if the proposals in the report are
implemented.

The underlying travel-to-work methodology used by
Bain almost predetermines the outcome of the report.
It also obscures the low level of public-sector
employment in East Antrim by burying it in the Belfast
travel-to-work area. Out of more than 219,000 public-
sector jobs in Northern Ireland, East Antrim has only
5,171. In contrast the constituencies of North Belfast,
South Antrim and North Antrim, which are immediately
adjacent to East Antrim, have 15,000, 13,000 and
10,000 public-sector jobs respectively. That is only
part of the story. The comparison between East Antrim
and South Belfast reveals a staggering difference —
South Belfast has 32,000 public-sector jobs, which is
nearly six times the number in East Antrim.

It is also worth noting that, when the figures are
analysed, all the constituencies that are west of the
Bann have higher levels of public-sector employment
than East Antrim — how else did East Antrim end up
with the lowest level of public-sector jobs out of the 18
constituencies in Northern Ireland?

In East Antrim, the public sector represents only
10% of the workforce, compared with 62% in South
Belfast, 45% in West Belfast, 42% in North Belfast
and 30% in Foyle. The average percentage for
constituencies across the UK is just over 20%, so how
did East Antrim end up with only 10%? That is further
evidence that, for decades, there has been a direct rule
regime policy of preventing public-sector jobs going to
East Antrim.

The massive underinvestment in public-sector jobs
in East Antrim must be addressed by the Executive in
the interests of equity and fair play. Surely, the Executive
cannot preside over such ongoing discrimination against
the area, which has the lowest level of public-sector
employees out of Northern Ireland’s 18 parliamentary
constituencies.

The centres to which Bain proposes Government
jobs are to be transferred already have high percentages
of public-sector employment: Craigavon has 22%;
Newry has 27%; and Omagh has 21-5%.

I want to examine the report’s implications. The cost
of job relocation has already been mentioned.
Recommendation 19 suggests that 3,000 to 4,000 jobs
be relocated, at an estimated cost of £10,000 per job.
That totals £40 million. I ask Members who favour
that suggestion to tell us from where that £40 million
will come? Who will stand up and be prepared to take

that money from the education, housing or health
budgets? That is the cost of relocation.

Examine the precedent that has been set with
enforced relocations in Scotland. That situation is now
being reviewed. In the Republic, where more than
11,000 people indicated initially that they might be
willing to move, facts did not prove that. It turned out
to be a glorious and expensive failure.

From an economic point of view, the public-service
jobs that are currently held by residents, particularly in
towns west of the Bann, already contribute to local
economies — the so-called “hometown effect” that is
referred to on page 92 of the report.

As a previous Member has noted, the presumption,
in recommendation 14, against locating jobs in Belfast,
is extremely short-sighted. The lack of experience that
is available to proposed receiving locations, which was
obvious when previous, small-scale relocations took
place some time ago, would be replicated on a larger
scale. That, together with staff’s unwillingness to
uproot their families during uncertain economic times,
means that the inflow of experienced personnel would
be limited, which would have a detrimental effect on
the quality and service that is available to the public.

Although I have no problem with jobs moving to
the best and most suitable locations for operational
reasons, | have deep-seated reservations about the
process of social engineering; especially because it
would compound the injustice of the location of
public-service jobs that has been inflicted upon my
East Antrim constituency during the past 30 years.

Mr D Bradley: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle. I am glad to take the opportunity to
participate in the debate. I thank my colleague for
bringing forward the motion.

I welcome the publication of Bain’s ‘Independent
Review of Policy on Location of Public Sector Jobs’.
In particular, [ welcome the inclusion of Newry city as
one of those locations. The relocation of public-sector
jobs can, and must, signal that times have changed and
that the Assembly and Executive are living up to their
commitments to decentralise jobs from Belfast to
towns and cities throughout the North. Newry has the
infrastructure necessary to support the location of
public-sector jobs. The political will is now needed to
deliver on the report and to get on with implementing
its recommendations.

Although I welcome the report’s publication, I must
also express reservations. I want to add Armagh city to
the towns listed in the motion. I agree with much of
what my fellow Member for Newry and Armagh Mr
Kennedy said.

We are approaching 2011 and the completion of the
review of public administration. Many towns and cities
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face challenges as Government strive to reform the
public sector. Many organisations will be merged or
slimmed down as Government move to make the
public sector more efficient.

Armagh’s biggest employers are the Department of
Education; the Southern Education and Library Board,
whose headquarters is situated on the Mall; and the
teachers’ centre on the Newry Road. Other public
services based in Armagh are Northern Ireland Water;
the Department of Agriculture and Rural Development;
and the Department of Health, Social Services and
Public Safety. Between them, those organisations make
up around 40% of all employment in the Armagh City
and District Council area.

Indeed, Armagh was identified in the regional
development strategy as a city that occupies a strategic
location in the south of the region and embraces a
significant cross-border dimension with good
connections to the Irish midlands, Galway and Dublin.
It is also within easy travelling time of regional ports
and airports and the major urban centres of Belfast,
Newry, Lisburn and Craigavon.

2.30 pm

Armagh city has the potential to develop further by
utilising its city status, and building on its strengths as
a centre of tourism, culture and public administration.
However, unlike Derry, Newry, Omagh, Coleraine and
Ballymena, all of which have a thriving private sector,
Armagh has for many decades been a centre of public
administration and depends heavily on public-sector
jobs. I fear what the Bain Report could mean for
Armagh if it is not challenged, and I am disappointed
that Armagh has been overlooked by Sir George Bain
and his team as a location for public-sector jobs.

Armagh is, and has been for many years, a
subregional centre of administration — and that has
not been reflected in the report. There is a possible
double whammy for Armagh if no further investment
is received and jobs leak out of the city. For example,
the Southern Health and Social Care Trust has been
temporarily moved to Craigavon, but for over 30 years,
the majority of those jobs had been based in Armagh.
The decision on where to permanently locate those
jobs may be influenced by the Bain Report, even
though, essentially, that review was concerned with
decentralising jobs out of Belfast. I think that it would
be an irony, if not a tragedy, if Armagh lost jobs as a
result of the review.

I have another concern about the availability of
office accommodation for jobs that are being relocated.
It would be a matter of huge hypocrisy — and a huge
waste of public funds — if, in relocating public-sector
jobs, the Executive did not utilise the office
accommodation in the public sector. That office
accommodation is available in Armagh. The Southern

Health and Social Services Board accommodation at
the St Luke’s and Longstone hospital sites are largely
vacated, and could be redeployed in the relocation of
public-sector jobs. The accommodation for that is there,
and for a large element of the education and skills
authority. I ask the Minister to meet us in Armagh to
further discuss this issue.

Ms Anderson: Go raibh maith agat. Sinn Féin
welcomes the recommendations of the Bain Report
and hopes that all Departments will show the same
enthusiasm as those with Ministers who are Sinn Féin
members. Concrete proposals have been made by those
three Departments in respect of NI Water, the education
and skills authority, and the implementation of a policy
of decentralisation in the Department of Agriculture.

The motion should not be limited to the problems
faced by the three towns that it mentions — many
areas of the North continue to suffer because of
ongoing patterns of inequality and disadvantage. That
reality was recognised by the Programme for
Government, which pledged all Departments and
Government agencies:

“to develop new and innovative measures that will address

existing patterns of socio-economic disadvantage and target
resources and efforts towards those in objective need.”

The relocation of public-sector jobs must be seen in
the context of those commitments. The organised
statistical data demonstrates where the areas of
disadvantage are and, hence, where public-sector jobs
should be located. For instance, if Members wish to
examine that for themselves, the NISRA (Northern
Ireland Statistics and Research Agency) measure of
multiple deprivation for 2005 demonstrates that the
most deprived areas of the Six Counties are
predominantly within north and west Belfast and the
greater Derry city area. Going into further detail, the
NISRA statistics show that 19 of the top 100 most
deprived wards are in Derry.

Mr Weir: Will the Member give way?
Ms Anderson: No; I do not have time.

The 2006 ‘Labour Force Survey Religion Report’
reaffirms the persistent structural reality of geographical
and regional inequalities, which have been inflicted on
those citizens who live, in particular, in north and west
Belfast, and west of the Bann. The relocation of
public-sector jobs is an opportunity to begin redressing
those inequalities.

Bearing all that in mind, I am not sure of the
wisdom of limiting the remit of the motion to three
towns. That is why I tabled an amendment calling for
resources and efforts to be targeted at those with the
greatest needs. I was disappointed that that amendment
was not selected, as such an approach would have
benefited not just Enniskillen, Cookstown and
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Downpatrick, but all areas where objective need can be
demonstrated.

Nevertheless, the substance of the motion
recognises the genuine regional disparities in the
North. As I said in the Chamber last week, Sinn Féin’s
firm view is that the reasons behind those inequalities are
structural and systemic. Only when those inequalities
have been addressed, in line with the Programme for
Government’s commitments, will all areas, including
those named in the motion, begin to benefit.

Not everyone will agree with that analysis, but the
harsh reality of life in some communities, as borne out
by the statistics of deprivation, cannot be denied. It
was recognised in Professor Bain’s report and recently
articulated by the regional director of the First Trust
Bank when he outlined the dire economic position
west of the Bann. I sincerely hope that all parties in the
Assembly will also recognise that genuine deprivation
and work with Sinn Féin in its efforts to build a
modern economic agenda that recognises the
interdependencies of sustainable economic growth and
sustainable social improvement.

The relocation of public-sector jobs must play a
pivotal role in that process. The DUP’s amendment
calls for the “consequences, including value for
money” to be considered. One dictionary definition of
consequence is a “penalty or cost”. That portrays the
DUP’s negative mindset on the issue. A massive
opportunity exists to make a genuinely meaningful
impact on people’s lives; it is not something to be
feared. However, it seems that the DUP would rather
hide behind the Treasury’s green book and adopt the
restrictive value-for-money approach. On its own, that
approach will never allow for the type of innovative
measures that are needed and were envisaged in the
Programme for Government.

The location of public-sector jobs should be about
more than value for money in the short term. Members
must do what will be most advantageous in the long
term to the economy and to the people whom they
represent.

Mr Speaker: The Member must bring her remarks
to a close.

Ms Anderson: I support the motion, but Sinn Féin does
not support the amendment. Go raibh mile maith agat.

The Minister of Finance and Personnel (Mr
Dodds): I thank the Members who took part in the
debate, which confirmed the old saying that “all
politics is local” and highlighted the range of views on
the subject and its complexities. The location of
public-sector jobs is not a straightforward matter; nor
is there a straightforward solution, as is evident from
Sir George’s report, and he said that there is no right or
wrong answer.

I take this opportunity to thank Sir George and his
team for their thorough, detailed examination of a
difficult and complex issue. I congratulate him on his
highly professional approach and on the way in which
he was able to distil the wide-ranging terms of
reference into a manageable and focused piece of
work. He provided an independent view of location
that will inform the considerations of Government and
Ministers. In doing so, he created a useful framework
that will help to inform future decision-making. His
report also facilitates a more focused discussion, as it
sets out specific proposals and, importantly, evidence
on which decisions can be made.

There is some interesting statistical evidence on the
distribution of employment in Northern Ireland and the
spread of public-sector jobs. Few would have believed,
for example, that the number of public-sector jobs per
100 of the working-age population in the Omagh
travel-to-work area is higher than in Belfast.

It is also interesting to reflect on the varying degrees
of success and, in some cases, failure of attempted
relocation elsewhere. Several Members, including Mr
Hamilton, referred to the Irish Republic, which appears
to provide a good case study in how not to go about it.
The experience there led Sir George to conclude —
extremely diplomatically — that caution must be
exercised when proceeding with relocation. If one
point stood out in the debate, it was the need to
proceed with caution and common sense, and several
Members wisely picked up on that. As Mr Kennedy
said:

“Before we run with Bain, let us walk with common sense.”

That is the approach that should be taken. Given what
is happening, or, rather, not happening, in the
Republic, it would be foolish to ignore Sir George’s
advice on that point.

The use of evidence to support the report’s findings
uncovers several issues that we must consider
carefully. The report is comprehensive, except that it is
missing any hard evidence of the long-term socio-
economic benefits that relocation is expected to
generate. That is not a criticism — no such evidence
exists, and the report states that. Much has been said
about how an injection of jobs can boost local
economies and can lead to spillover effects such as
increased confidence, reduced unemployment,
improved work-life balance, and so on.

Sir George mentioned investing up to £40 million
up front in the hope that we can realise longer-term
benefits that may or may not materialise in 10 to 15
years’ time. I am not suggesting that we do not aim to
reduce economic disparity in Northern Ireland, and I
have no problem with there being better regional
balance. However, as several Members have indicated,
we must consider the matter in the context of the
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current difficult economic and financial circumstances.
Difficult times require difficult choices. We must
discuss affordability and the deployment of resources,
and consider what priority to attach to the value-for-
money case.

Northern Ireland is in the midst of a tight financial
settlement that is likely to get tighter. Therefore, it is
important to consider where the location of jobs fits
with other priorities. Ken Robinson questioned where
we will find the money for relocation. That is a
legitimate question, not only in that context. It must be
asked every time that a Member — from any party or
any constituency — talks in the Chamber about new
initiatives, new proposals and new expenditure.
Northern Ireland is not like Whitehall or the Irish
Republic. Unlike a sovereign country, our Budget is
finite. Furthermore, as is the case in any devolved
region, we have no borrowing requirements.

Therefore, when we propose new expenditure — as
in this case — we must decide from where to access
that money and whether the entire Budget has been
allocated. That said, the Executive and the Assembly
may decide to reprioritise and allocate the Budget to
other projects. Moreover, we must decide which areas
lose funding. No one in Northern Ireland is printing
money.

Mr Kennedy: Not legally, anyway. [Laughter.]

The Minister of Finance and Personnel: If
Members are aware of individuals who are printing
money, they should pass that information to the police
immediately. /[Laughter.] No one in my Department or
in the rest of Government is printing money. That point
is crucial to this debate and to all other debates on
public expenditure.

We must consider how to proceed with some of the
pilot projects. The report helpfully identifies locations
to which we should consider relocating jobs. Further-
more, Sir George has earmarked several organisations
that might be suitable candidates for relocation. Although
I will not enter into a debate about the location of those
jobs, the selection of those locations will, undoubtedly,
be good news for some areas and disappointing news for
others. That disappointment has been mentioned today.

However, the report’s recommendations do not
intend to locate public-sector jobs in every town and
village in Northern Ireland. For every city and town
that has been mentioned during the debate, dozens of
areas have not been mentioned, and some representatives
will question those omissions. Moreover, the report’s
recommendations do not intend to boost the local
economy in the immediate vicinity of the six towns
and cities that it mentions. Sir George has emphasised
the ripple effect in the wider catchment areas, and he
believes that to cluster jobs in a few areas will, potentially,
encourage wider economic growth.

2.45 pm

The issue of who might move leads one to ask
whether we are discussing “location” or “relocation”.
Several Members, including Mr McQuillan, made that
point. Two distinct aspects must be considered. The
first aspect is the location of public-sector jobs in the
establishment of a new body. That includes the
location of, for example, the administrative
headquarters of institutions related to the review of
public administration: indeed, the need for decisions
on the RPA-related bodies was the catalyst for the
review in the first place.

The second aspect is the relocation of established
organisations, and that has the potential to introduce a
new set of variables, including costs and disruption
that may be caused to people and services. Although
the report is not explicit on that point, I suspect that it
may be at the heart of many of the difficulties that
have been encountered by other relocation initiatives,
which is why Sir George discussed the importance of
phasing, human resources and industrial relations.

In making decisions, careful thought must be given
to the way in which we proceed and with which
projects. Those sorts of discussions must now take
place. I must involve other Ministers, and so I have
written to each of my Executive colleagues during the
past week, asking them for their initial views on the
report, including the principle of relocation; the
implications for the early decisions that are needed on
newly formed bodies and the RPA-related institutions;
and the value-for-money case — because that is
important. Ministers who wish to proceed will want to
know where the money will come from. I understand
that Sir George Bain has appeared before the Finance
Committee.

I will put together the Ministers’ replies, the views
of the Finance Committee, and the points raised in the
debate. I will then be in a better position to assess the
degree of consensus on the proposals and to consider
how best to develop a policy on location. That is why
it is useful to have this debate, and I am grateful to the
Members who tabled it for the opportunity to discuss
the issues.

Several issues were raised, and I am unable to deal
with them all. However, they will inform the discussion
and consideration of the report. I stress that Sir George
Bain and his panel have reported independently, and I
am grateful to them. It now falls to the Executive and
locally elected Members to make the decision.

Tommy Gallagher, who introduced the debate,
mentioned that it was important that the Executive
should meet. I totally agree with him. It is vital that the
Executive should meet to discuss these matters.
Although we do not meet, we can write to one another,
but there will come a point at which we must discuss

183



Tuesday 21 October 2008

Private Members’ Business: Location of Public-Sector Jobs

things. Sinn Féin makes these points to the Assembly;
it would do better to stop the blockade of the Executive
and to make its points to the Executive.

Mr Hamilton made several important points and
urged caution in approaching this matter. He spoke of
the greater Belfast area, as did Mr Ken Robinson and
Mr Lunn. The report indicates that the number of
public-sector jobs recommended for relocation is
sufficiently modest to ensure that Belfast will not be
destabilised. However, the points made about the
greater Belfast area are important and must be taken on
board. The report does not fail to notice that 18 of the
20 most deprived wards in Northern Ireland are in
Belfast — that point was made by Martina Anderson.
As Members know, Belfast is the fourth most-deprived
council area in Northern Ireland. That fact — together
with the high number of public-sector jobs per 100 of
the working-age population, for example, in Omagh
— must be put into perspective.

We need to take out of the equation the mythology
about what goes on in Northern Ireland and instil some
hard facts. Evidence and facts are stubborn, but they
are in the report, and that is why it is such a useful
piece of work with regard to evidence gathering and
the recommendations that it has made. However, the
report is not the final say; the Executive will have the
final say.

Mr Hamilton raised the issue of the impact of
relocation on population groups that are under-
represented in the public sector — young, Protestant
males, for example. Policy formulation is subject to
various impact assessments, including equality proofing.
When the Executive initially commissioned the work,
it was agreed that the appropriate equality proofing
processes would be adhered to.

Cathal Boylan, Danny Kennedy and Dominic
Bradley talked about Armagh city, so that argument
was well and truly aired. In fact, some Members talked
about Armagh city to the exclusion of any mention of
Newry city. Not all Members from that constituency
did that, but I was so moved by the eloquence of the
Members who advocated Armagh city that I now think
that there may be merit in completely dropping Newry
city from the proposals. That illustrates that it is very
difficult to accommodate every town and city.

Mr Kennedy: Does the Minister agree that the
Newry and Armagh constituency is uniquely served by
the two wonderful cities of Armagh and Newry?

The Minister of Finance and Personnel: I could
not agree more. Having heard all the contributions
from representatives of other constituencies, I am sure
that the Member does not suggest that two locations
for public-sector jobs should be situated in his
constituency. It is already planned that one location
will be situated in the Newry and Armagh constituency.

In all seriousness, this is a complicated and difficult
issue. It is not possible to relocate public-sector jobs to
every single town and city — it is a matter of
achieving the best possible balance.

lan Paisley Jnr believes that the proposals are
modest. They are; and that is a fact that Sir George
very openly acknowledges. The Chairperson of the
Committee for Finance and Personnel talked about
giving weight to longer-term gains — a point that was
also made by Martina Anderson, and I accept that. Sir
George said that those gains will be difficult to
quantify, but, nevertheless, it is an issue of importance.

Adrian McQuillan stated that the proposals should
represent value for money, which was a recurring
theme in the debate. Ken Robinson — quite rightly —
talked about his own constituency of East Antrim. The
proximity of that constituency to Belfast has a bearing
on the issues that he raised. He also referred to the
matter of where the money would come from to
implement the proposals. I already dealt with that point
at considerable length.

In closing, the points about Enniskillen, Cookstown
and Downpatrick were well aired. The issues about
infrastructure are the responsibilities of another
Minister, but I look forward to considering all those
issues in due course as we reach our final decisions.

Mr Weir: | am delighted to contribute to this very
important motion. Listening to some of the passionate
arguments that were made, one wondered whether the
issue was about the relocation of public-sector jobs
from Belfast, or whether the focus was on the
relocation of public-sector jobs from Armagh. That
seemed to be where the focus of the debate was.

With a debate of this nature, there was the danger
that Members would engage in a degree of
constituency self-interest. At the outset, I stress that
that is a trap that I am also very determined to fall into,
as I will advocate the advantage of locating public-
sector jobs in the North Down area.

As indicated in the amendment, the DUP believes
that the Bain Report has made a very valuable
contribution to this debate, so we are not critical of the
report itself. However, Mr Paisley Jnr indicated that
the report was not a silver bullet that would solve all
our problems. Indeed, that was something that Sir
George also indicated when he said that there were no
right or wrong answers to this issue. It is important that
we weigh up the issues with a degree of seriousness
and caution.

I have three main criticisms of the original motion.
First, it argues for the immediate relocation of public-
sector jobs without any real consideration of what
needs to be done, so the motion lacks the necessary
financial prudence. Secondly, it narrowly focuses on
three towns — an argument that other Members also
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made. Thirdly, if taken at face value, the motion will
perpetuate the vicious cycle that the proposer spoke
about, because there is a very real danger that the well
will be dry by the time that improvements are made to
the road networks around those towns. Therefore, the
motion is rather self-defeating.

Mr Hamilton, Mr Lunn and George Robinson spoke
about the report’s failure to consider relocation within
greater Belfast. I come from Bangor, and I see traffic
congestion in towns such as Bangor and Newtownards
and in greater Belfast, and there are social and, indeed,
environmental benefits to be gained from ensuring that
some jobs are relocated along the spokes of the Belfast
wheel.

Mr Hamilton mentioned value for money and,
despite Ms Anderson’s and other Members’ attempts to
dismiss the matter, if, at a time when front-line
services are under pressure, we proceed headlong to
spend £40 million on relocating those jobs without
conducting any cost-benefit analysis, people will
consider us to be mad. We must concentrate on the cost
of implementing the proposals.

George Robinson and Mr Kennedy rightly said that
travel-to-work areas form a poor basis from which to
judge where to locate jobs. Furthermore, several
Members mentioned the fact that, although there can
be a presumption in favour of certain towns when
deciding where to locate new public-sector jobs, job
relocation poses major problems. We are not talking
about shifting money between different bank accounts;
we are talking about moving human beings. When
considering the relocation of jobs, we must bear in
mind the fact that some people may lose their jobs or
have to move to a different area, and that has not been
adequately considered by many Members.

I take on board Mr Kennedy’s point that we must
walk with common sense before we run with Bain, so
we must proceed with caution.

Ms Anderson said that we must tackle inequality
and disadvantage, and I could not agree more.
However — this point has already been made — if we
focus on that rather than on relocating jobs, there is a
strong argument for more jobs being located in certain
parts of Belfast, because those areas suffer from the
greatest levels of disadvantage. In addition, the
greatest area of under-representation in the Civil
Service is among young Protestant males. We must
bear in mind that, by tackling one regional inequality,
we might be in danger of worsening another inequality
in the system. Consequently, we must get this right.

Mr McQuillan, Mr Paisley Jnr and others mentioned
the mistakes that have been made in the Irish Republic
and in Scotland, and we must learn from those
mistakes and approach this matter with some caution.

Mr Speaker: The Member’s time is up.

Mr Weir: We must get this right, and, consequently,
I support the amendment.

Mr McGlone: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle.

Mr Kennedy: Let Tommy finish. [Laughter.]

Mr McGlone: Perhaps, Mr Speaker, you will allow
me some additional time because of that intervention.
[Laughter.]

I support the motion. I listened intently to the
debate, and I noted several points that were made. Mr
Hamilton did not disagree with many of the Bain
Report’s conclusions. In fact, he advocated a phased
approach to proceeding in a modest and prudent
manner, which is exactly what the report suggests, and
the Chairperson of the Committee for Finance and
Personnel elucidated on that point.

Although adopting the SDLP motion would result in
major benefits, I agree with the Minister of Finance
and Personnel that there are economic concerns that are
difficult to tabulate and discern. Relocating public-
sector jobs would, however, generate environmental
benefits.

Much has been made of other economies, and Mr
Hamilton referred to the situation south of the border,
where the fact that public servants’ jobs and homes
were relocated to places where they did not
particularly wish to go was a major concern.

Some Members sought to articulate such opinions
about where Mr Gallagher and I come from. Yet day
and daily, hundreds — if not thousands — of people
travel from there, up and down the motorways, at a
cost to themselves, society and, if it were to be
investigated, the environment.

Mr Hamilton spoke about a conversation that he had
had with a constituent concerning Northern Ireland
Water. In my experience, Northern Ireland Water has
closed one local office after another, and, where I
come from, the local press has drawn attention to the
fact that it may shed a further 200 jobs.

Those issues must be examined; however, we must
examine them factually, not through others’ perceptions.

3.00 pm

Mr Boylan was the first person to make the case for
the relocation of public-sector jobs to Armagh city.
However, as his party colleague, the Chairperson of
the Committee for Finance and Personnel, Mr
McLaughlin, said, the list of proposed relocation
candidates is not exhaustive — as Mr Kennedy agreed.
There could be some reconsideration.

Mr Kennedy argued for the adoption of the Bain
Report. Certain elements are not in the report that may
yet be included in it, so we must not throw the baby
out with the bathwater.
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Mr Kennedy: Will the Member give way?
Mr McGlone: I really cannot.

Mr McLaughlin: He has to leave room for Tommy
— [Laughter.]

Mr McGlone: I have to leave room for Tommy,
indeed.

I listened carefully to the Chairperson of the
Committee for Finance and Personnel. He said that the
Committee was briefed by the authors of the report on
1 October 2008 and that the report aligned closely with
the initial recommendations of the Committee.

I am not sure where those members of the
Committee now stand who at first aligned themselves
with the recommendations of the report but who now
oppose its merits. That is politics, I suppose.

The Bain Report was seen as the first step in a
modest and phased approach to the relocation of
public-sector jobs, and the list of possible locations
was not exhaustive. That has been amply covered.

Mr McQuillan referred to the decentralisation of
jobs to Coleraine; in fact, he and other Members
articulated the case for the decentralisation of jobs and
for the Bain recommendations.

Mr Ken Robinson made an excellent case for the
decentralisation of jobs to the East Antrim
constituency; he had made a very good argument, only
to say that a financial case could be used against it.
Members must consider whether they are in favour of
Bain’s proposals to extend the list of locations for the
benefit of their constituencies or whether they are
making an argument to contain the effects of the report.

My colleague Dominic Bradley mentioned the case
for the cities of Newry and Armagh, which, of course
the SDLP fully supports —

Mr Kennedy: They are not in your motion —

Mr McGlone: They are not in the motion, but they
are in the spirit of it.

I also listened carefully to the Minister, who told us
that the report was thorough and detailed and that it
would be foolish of us to ignore Sir George’s advice.
The Minister also dealt with the socio-economic
benefits of relocating public-sector jobs and the
investment of £40 million upfront.

We are all aware of the present difficult economic
circumstances, so where will the new money come
from? The Minister referred to financial constraints;
however, potential investment or political creativity
should never be inhibited by what an accountant says.
[Interruption.] There are different ways of looking at
investment and potentials and what they may realise
down the line.

Mr Weir referred to the danger of focusing on three
towns; however, that is not what the motion is about.
The motion focuses on the recommendations of the
Bain Report and, in that context, those three towns
west of the Bann. Surely, we do not want to perpetuate
a vicious cycle of no investment, no roads and no jobs.

That is precisely why the Bain Report is before us
today; it is why I am making this point, and it is why
the motion is being debated today. There has been
endemic neglect of those areas, and this is one way of
trying to provide reinvestment and make best use of
the properties that have been left vacant by the
removal of public-sector jobs from such towns as
Enniskillen, Cookstown, Maghera and Magherafelt.

Ms Ritchie: What about Downpatrick?

Mr McGlone: Downpatrick also, as the Minister
has reminded me.

Mr Beggs: Will the Member give way?
Mr McGlone: No — well, just briefly.

Mr Beggs: Is the Member aware that, under the
proposals, East Antrim is in danger of being left with
health centres and job centres?

Mr McGlone: I realise that, and I welcome Mr
Beggs’s comments, which articulate amply my
argument for the motion and my support for the Bain
Report and its recommendations. We must look at
relocation, the decentralisation of services and why
people have to travel to their work in Belfast everyday.
One must not think that everybody who works in
Belfast lives in Belfast; that is a false notion. Many
Members are visited daily by constituents who, due to
economic and family circumstances, want to be
transferred closer to home.

Mr Hamilton: Does the Member agree that his
comments in relation to the problem being more
accentuated in the greater Belfast area — outside the
city — supports what some Members, including
myself, said earlier about the omission of greater
Belfast and movement within that area being a flaw in
the report?

Mr McGlone: I hear what the Member is saying,
but, ultimately, the basis of the report is the relocation
of public-sector jobs, the vast majority of which are
located centrally in Belfast. I am not saying that asking
for relocation means that everybody who works in
Belfast must be moved out. There may well be
Departments and jobs that would be best served by
having a Belfast location. That consideration must not
be ignored, and it would be foolish to do so.

I accept what Mr McLaughlin said about the report
proposing a modest and phased approach: that is what
the report is concerned with. We must get to the
position in which the needs of the community are
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being accommodated and where its economic and
social needs and environmental concerns are being
met, through a modest and phased approach, which
forms the basis of the report.

Question put, That the amendment be made.
The Assembly divided: Ayes 43; Noes 29.

AYES

Mr Armstrong, Mr Beggs, Mr Bresland, Mr Campbell,
Mr T Clarke, Rev Dr Robert Coulter, Mr Craig,

My Cree, Mr Dodds, Mr Donaldson, Mr Easton,

My Elliott, Mr Ford, Mrs Foster, Mr Hamilton,

Mr Hilditch, Mr Irwin, Mr Kennedy, Ms Lo, Mr Lunn,
Mr McCallister, Mr McCarthy, Mr McCausland,

Mr McClarty, Mr I McCrea, Dr W McCrea,

Mr McFarland, Mr McGimpsey, Miss Mcllveen,

Mr McQuillan, Mr Moutray, Mr Neeson, Mr Newton,
My Poots, Mr G Robinson, Mr K Robinson,

Mr P Robinson, Mr Ross, Mr Savage, Mr Shannon,
My Spratt, Mr Storey, Mr Weir.

Tellers for the Ayes: Mr Hamilton and Mr McQuillan.

NOES

Ms Anderson, Mr Attwood, Mr Boylan, Mr D Bradley,
Mr P J Bradley, Mr Brady, Mr Brolly, Mr Butler

My Dallat, Mr Doherty, Mr Gallagher, Mrs D Kelly,
Mr G Kelly, Mr A Maginness, Mr P Maskey,

Mr F McCann, Mr McCartney, Mrs McGill,

Mr McGlone, Mr M McGuinness, Mr McKay,

Mr McLaughlin, Mr Murphy, Ms Ni Chuilin,

Mr O’Dowd, Mr O’Loan, Mrs O’Neill, Ms S Ramsey,
Ms Ritchie.

Tellers for the Noes: Mr Dallat and Mrs D Kelly.
Question accordingly agreed to.
Main Question, as amended, put and agreed to.

Resolved:

That this Assembly notes the findings of the Bain Report on the
location of public sector jobs and welcomes its contents and
conclusions as an important contribution to the ongoing debate on
this issue, and calls upon the Minister of Finance and Personnel to
report to the Executive and the Assembly in a timely manner,
having carefully considered the various consequences, including
value for money, of the Report’s recommendations, with views on
how this matter may be addressed.

PRIVATE MEMBERS’ BUSINESS
Supporting People Fund

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.

Ms Lo: I beg to move

That this Assembly calls on the Minister for Social Development
to review the current budget for the Supporting People fund to
include inflationary increases, so that the programme’s existing
sustainability and quality of service is not put at risk.

The Supporting People programme was introduced
in Northern Ireland in April 2003 as a UK-wide reform
to separate support services from housing benefits and
to centralise several funding streams into a single
budget. Supporting People aims to provide housing-
support services to enable vulnerable people to access
and maintain accommodation that is suitable to their
needs and to help them to fulfil their capacity to live as
independently as possible. The Northern Ireland
Housing Executive administers the programme and
works in partnership with the Department of Health,
Social Services and Public Safety, the four health and
social services boards and the Probation Board for
Northern Ireland to commission housing-related
support services.

In Northern Ireland, there are 121 providers that
deliver services in more than 900 accommodation
schemes. There are also 84 floating-support-service
schemes throughout the Province. Those services
provide some 23,000 of Northern Ireland’s most
vulnerable people with advocacy and practical and
emotional support, such as providing wardens in a
sheltered-housing scheme as well as housing-related
advice services.

Supporting People funding is available to people in
hostels and to those in short-term, move-on or
temporary accommodation. It is also available to
people in their own homes, sheltered dwellings, houses
of multiple occupation, and clustered housing. The
programme helps client groups with learning
disabilities, mental ill health, physical and sensory
disabilities, addictions, criminal convictions, and those
who suffer from domestic violence or who are
homeless. Many schemes also work with older people,
vulnerable young people, young people leaving care,
black and minority ethnic communities, refugees and
asylum seekers, and lesbian and gay people.

One of the principles of Supporting People
stipulates that its services must represent value for
money. It is clear that Supporting People’s services —
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which are provided mainly by the voluntary sector —
are cost-effective in that they keep people out of
institutions such as hospitals, residential homes and
prisons. The organisation’s schemes have been
accredited for good governance and quality assurance
by the Northern Ireland Housing Executive. Since the
establishment of the programme, its services have
expanded and its budget has grown from an initial £44
million to £61 million for the 2008-09 financial year.

An annual inflationary uplift has been awarded to
most supported-housing services over the years.
However, in April 2008, the Housing Executive
announced that the Supporting People budget would
receive no inflationary increase for the financial years
2008-2011. As a result, the budget has been set at a
baseline of £61 million per annum for those three
years. The Housing Executive’s justification for that
decision was that there were underspends in the
programme in the previous three years.

However, the Housing Executive admitted that
those underspends were largely due to delays in the
completion of housing association newbuild schemes,
for which Supporting People had budgeted revenue
costs that could not be drawn down for expenditure.
Given the escalating costs of overheads and of salary
increases faced by supported-housing providers, the
freezing of Supporting People funding amounts to net
cuts. Organisations are asked to deliver services under
existing contractual agreements with the Housing
Executive for less money against a rising tide of costs.
That flies in the face of Positive Steps — a policy to
promote partnership-working between the Government
and the voluntary sector.

Organisations in the voluntary sector stated that they
had already absorbed above-inflation cost rises in the
past few years; that further financial constraints would
jeopardise the quality of their services and, ultimately,
put at risk the most vulnerable. A survey conducted in
September 2008 by the Council for the Homeless and the
Northern Ireland Federation of Housing Associations,
regarding the likely effect of reductions in Supporting
People funding, indicated serious concerns in the
sector over the sustainability of current schemes.

The findings show that by 2010-11 an estimated
73% of respondents’ schemes will be in deficit. Of
those, at least 50% will be in deficit due directly to
shortfalls in Supporting People funding. By the end of
2011, respondents estimated that 14% of the schemes
would be at risk and that the organisations involved
would seek to withdraw from their Supporting People
contracts. The survey also found that 39% of
respondents thought that there would be a decline by
2010-11 in the proportion of the Supporting People
budget spent in relation to the number of hours of
housing support delivered. That will have direct
implications for performance quality and safety.

It is also difficult to envisage how further cuts can
be made by organisations that are committed to
minimum standards. Some 59% of those surveyed
believe that staffing levels will probably decrease. At
the moment, about 75% of organisations’ budgets pay
support workers’ salaries. Organisations committed to
NJC scales and to incremental salary increases fear
that they will have to choose between increasing wages
and employing fewer staff or maintaining wage levels
and losing well-trained staff. Undoubtedly, both options
will have a detrimental effect on tenants. Furthermore,
the survey shows that most organisations anticipate a
reduction in the training and development of staff,
which will have long-term negative consequences for
the future quality and development of schemes. Overall,
larger organisations may have more flexibility in
sharing resources, but, for smaller providers, cross-
subsidising or pooling courses may not be possible.

In conclusion, the flatlining of Supporting People
funding will damage the quality of services to the most
vulnerable. We urge the Minister to find the means to
defrost the freeze on the ban on allowing inflationary
increases for such valuable services. In the medium
term, the sector would benefit from departmental
approval of any inflationary uplift for 2008-09. If that
is not an option, the Minister must ring-fence for uplift
any additional funds realised as part of the in-year
monitoring rounds.

Supporting People funding for existing schemes
must be increased by at least the rate of inflation in
2009-10 and 2010-11. We suggest to the Minister that,
in future years, any unavoidable underspends in the
Supporting People budget should either be spent on
relevant non-recurring items of expenditure, such as
staff training, or should be carried into following years.
It would seem prudent for the Supporting People
budget to be agreed on a three-year rolling cycle to
enable long-term financial planning and projections.
That would provide some stability for the sector, which
has been a valuable resource to the community.

3.30 pm

Miss Mcllveen: As Members have already heard,
Supporting People plays a vital role in enabling some
of the most vulnerable adults and young people to live
in the community. It is a crucial link in delivering
community care and in enabling those at risk of
homelessness to access supported housing. As such,
the voluntary agencies that are involved in delivering
the Supporting People programme provide the kind of
care and housing support that allow many of our most
vulnerable citizens to be more fully included in our
community.

A substantial number of the young people who access
Supporting People come from a care background and
require focused and intensive support to enable them to
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gain the skills of independent living. I had the privilege
of visiting a voluntary provider of such services and
meeting a group of young people living in accommodation
provided under Supporting People. I listened to their
stories and saw for myself how important it is that
such care and support is available in a housing setting.
Most of those people were without family support, and
many had experienced very difficult and sometimes
traumatic childhoods. However, most of them were in
work or training, and, with the help available from
services provided under the Supporting People fund

— in conjunction with health and social care trust
schemes — they were trying to improve their lives.
When young people work extremely hard to overcome
the difficulties that they have faced, it is imperative
that we support essential front-line services.

Structural funding issues around Supporting People
were identified in the Semple Review, and providers
have indicated that they continue to be problematic. In
particular, the review identified wrangling between
Supporting People and housing benefit over
reapportionment of costs. Providers have indicated that
decisions regarding who funds the care and Supporting
People costs for young people were causing difficulty.
There is a need for greater clarity about the interface
between care and housing, and how costs can be
allocated in a way that supports the best interests of
young people.

On several occasions, we have debated the issue of
young adults in Muckamore Abbey Hospital and their
right to live and be supported in the community. We
have debated the Bamford Review and endorsed its
call for a reduction in the number of adults with
learning difficulties living in hospitals. However, we
cannot achieve that without the correct support and
without ensuring that we are willing to provide
adequate and appropriate funding. If we do not address
the need for additional supported housing services
now, we will find ourselves still discussing the needs
of adults with learning difficulties in five years’ time
without having made any real difference.

It is impossible for voluntary providers of services
to continue, year on year, without any inflationary
uplift, as, in effect, we are asking them to continue
with a reduction in funding. No cost-of-living increase
was awarded to service providers this year, and, as we
have heard, many providers are considering reductions
in front-line services to extremely vulnerable people if
additional funding does not become available. In fact,
a couple of weeks ago, the Committee for Social
Development had a presentation at one of its informal
receptions from the Triangle Housing Association,
which indicated just that.

It seems somewhat contradictory that the Minister
has indicated that some of the Supporting People
budget was handed back in previous years, yet

providers say that they have faced difficulties in
securing funding for new projects or in extending
current projects. Some of the difficulties seem to be
attributable to the lack of facilities for carrying forward
expenditure and little ability to reallocate within the
existing year’s expenditure. Surely that is a practical
issue that must be addressed. My understanding is that
a review of the five-year social housing development
programme shows that the overall number of
supported housing schemes is in decline.

Nevertheless, the evidence suggests that there are
not enough schemes to meet existing need, let alone
address the additional needs that would be generated
by the implementation of the recommendations of the
Bamford Review.

Failure to address the legitimate concerns of
providers about the need for an inflationary increase
— and for more funding overall — will lead to the
closure or retraction of some schemes at a time when
more provision is clearly required. It is incumbent on
us all to ensure that the needs of the most vulnerable
people in society are given priority and are addressed.

Mr F McCann: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle. In my experience, when it comes to cutting
budgets, the services that provide for the people who
are most in need in society are, invariably, the first to
be axed. In the case of the Supporting People fund, we
are told that what is being proposed is merely a freeze
on inflationary increases, which will not affect
programmes that are already up and running. Further-
more, we are told, service providers can draw on
reserves to make up any shortfall. That is utter rubbish.
Those with responsibility for managing budgets must
consider the impact that cuts will have on those people
who rely on services provided by the Supporting
People fund. Those services can provide a lifeline for
people who totally depend on those resources to survive.

It is understandable that at a time such as this, when
the credit crunch is having a detrimental effect on all in
society, everyone should tighten their belts. However,
how can people who are lying in the street with nowhere
to go, or those suffering from mental illness, tighten
their belts?

The Supporting People fund was introduced by the
Housing Executive in the North of Ireland in 2003 in
order to provide a lifeline for vulnerable people in our
communities. The fund’s objectives sought to enable
vulnerable people to live independently, to promote their
inclusion in wider society and to develop a partnership
with statutory agencies, service users and providers.

Many networks have been built over the years to
deliver services under the Supporting People banner.
Those organisations have now been informed that they
will suffer inflationary freezes for the next three years.
None of those organisations were prepared for that
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announcement, and many of them now believe that
their ability to deliver services will be seriously affected.
Much-needed programmes and valuable staff will be
lost, which will ultimately have an impact on vulnerable
groups of people, such as those who are homeless or
mentally ill, elderly people and young people.

Several months ago, I was told that efficiency savings
would not affect essential community programmes. |
took the opportunity to raise the issue of the Supporting
People fund at last week’s meeting of the Committee
for Finance and Personnel. | asked whether it was
intended that efficiency cuts would affect those people
who are most in need in society, and I was told that
that was not the case. I was informed that it was up to
the Minister of the relevant Department to decide
where savings would be made.

I raised the issue again at last week’s meeting of the
Committee for Social Development, and asked that the
Simon Community, among others, be invited to give
evidence to the Committee on how those efficiency
cuts will affect their ability to deliver services to the
wider community. One of the reasons given as the
rationale for the cuts was the underspend in the Supporting
People fund’s budget between 2004-05 and 2006-07.
However, the officials failed to say that most of that was
due to programme slippage in the housing associations’
newbuild programme, which affected the ability of
Supporting People schemes to draw down funding.

The Welcome Centre, which is in my constituency,
relies heavily on the Supporting People fund. It
provides a place of security where homeless people
can gain access to essential basic services, and
provides hot meals and bedding for people who are
sleeping rough in Belfast. Those projects could
become victims of cuts to inflationary increases. If that
is the case, what will become of those people who rely
on such an excellent and vital service?

Those are only two of at least 900 schemes that
provide services under the Supporting People fund for
an estimated 23,000 people. Other programmes cater
for individuals suffering from substance and drug
abuse or provide staff who facilitate the programmes
that are necessary to stimulate activity for elderly
people who live in sheltered dwellings.

Many Members are familiar with the work of the
Simon Community and the huge role that it plays in
provision for the homeless. The proposed freeze on
inflationary increases over the next three years will
seriously affect the Simon Community’s ability to
cover salary increases, which will then result in greater
financial pressure on the organisation to raise funds.

That will particularly affect its ability to function
effectively in years two and three. In addition, the
homelessness sector is currently subject to a major
review and modernisation agenda through the

publication of the Housing Executive’s homelessness
strategy, which will include a review of supported
accommodation. It is imperative that the underlying
financial stability exists to support the sector to
negotiate any change agenda.

Mr Speaker: The Member must bring his remarks
to a close.

Mr F McCann: When all is said and done, a serious
mistake has been made by the Departments involved in
the resourcing of the Supporting People programme,
and their actions have caused panic in the sector.

Mr Armstrong: [ welcome the opportunity to take
part in this very important debate. In our response to
the Budget in January 2008, the Ulster Unionist Party
voiced support for the Supporting People scheme, and
raised concerns that the budget allocated for the scheme
would be inadequate. The Supporting People scheme,
which was established in 2003, and is implemented
locally by the Northern Ireland Housing Executive, is a
progressive way of delivering housing support services
for vulnerable sections of society through the use of
the voluntary and private sectors, and is more cost-
effective than relying on statutory services.

The programme funds a range of supported housing
services in over 900 schemes, which assist approximately
23,000 people to improve their quality of life and
attain independence by living in their community,
rather than facing the prospect of spending years shut
away in care homes. There are 11 main client
populations, including those with a learning disability
or mental-health problems, victims of domestic
violence, older people and vulnerable young people. It
is crystal clear that those are the very people who are
least able to look after themselves, and who should
receive assistance from society.

In our response to the Budget, the Ulster Unionist
Party voiced particular concerns regarding the need to
develop a new sheltered housing pilot scheme for
adults with learning difficulties, many of whom are
being cared for by ageing parents who maintain that
role with increasing difficulty.

Supporting People programmes cut across
departmental lines — I know that the Minister of
Health, Social Services and Public Safety has been
involved in various projects, and the health and social
care trusts have been involved in resettling long-stay
patients from mental-health and learning-disability
hospitals into appropriate places in the community.

The sums involved are considerable. Between 2004
and 2007, some £10-6 million was allocated to
accommodation and supporting services for victims of
domestic violence, and the total amount allocated to
the Supporting People programme in 2004-05 was
nearly £49 million. It is absolutely crucial that the
Supporting People budget for the financial years
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2008-11 is increased in line with inflation. Failure to
achieve that has caused fears relating to staff retention
and staff recruitment, as 75% of Supporting People
funding goes towards the salaries of housing support
workers.

Mr A Maginness: [ have great respect for Ms Lo,
and I understand the points that she raised. However, |
think that some of the worries that she expressed are
misplaced. The current position is that £61 million has
been granted for each of the next three financial years,
amounting to £183 million. That represents an increase
of £3 million on the budget for last year — determined
under direct rule — which was £58 million. Given that
uplift, it seems that her concerns are misplaced, or
premature.

The Department and the Minister are committed to
maintaining this vital service for the most vulnerable
people in society. At least 23,000 people benefit from
the scheme, and it is a scheme that all of us in this
House fully support. I reiterate what other Members
already said about the scheme and its importance for
vulnerable people in the community.

3.45 pm

Mr F McCann: Is the Member saying that the Simon
Community, and the many other groups that deal with
Supporting People, have nothing to worry about?

Mr Speaker: The Member has an additional one
minute in which to speak.

Mr A Maginness: I am not saying that any group
has nothing to worry about; I am simply pointing out
that Supporting People has received a substantial uplift
in funding. When Mr Fra McCann spoke earlier, he
may have confused efficiency savings with what he
termed as inflationary cuts. The Supporting People
scheme has been exempt from any efficiency cuts; they
do not apply to that scheme. Efficiency cuts of 3%
apply uniformly throughout many other schemes in the
budget of the Department for Social Development, and
of other Departments. That helpful element is inbuilt into
the Supporting People programme, exempting it from
any cuts. That should, in itself, be a sufficient safeguard.

Ms Lo is quite right to say that Supporting People
will be subject to rising costs. It is important that the
Department monitors those and ensures that the net
value of the programme is maintained so that the
services that it presently supports are not put in danger.
In fact, if there were any risk of that, one would hope
that the Department and the Minister would avail
themselves of in-year monitoring in order to assist the
scheme if necessary.

The programme has not been affected by efficiency-
savings cuts, which has allowed flexibility. Funding
for the programme has, in fact, been substantially
increased. That will safeguard the future of the scheme,

and I hope that that will satisfy and reassure those
organisations that are genuinely concerned about the
situation.

Mr Craig: I listened with interest to the comments
of Mr Maginness on the additional money for the
Supporting People fund. The Simon Community and
other organisations have spoken to me and other
members of the Committee for Social Development.
Figures can be bandied about, but those organisations
have genuine fears that their funding has, according to
them, been capped. Only the Minister knows whether
that is a true reflection of the situation.

Those voluntary organisations face the problem of
high staffing levels. They rely heavily on their staff,
and wage increases this year will become a severe
problem. Anna Lo has a valid point in that the real
problem is that the sector cannot be expected to live
without inflationary increases and still maintain the
levels of support that it has provided to the community.
Civil servants from the Department for Social Develop-
ment have told the Committee that the Housing
Executive is unable to deliver the housing programme
under the Supporting People fund.

What was not made clear at those Committee
meetings were the reasons behind the programme’s
lack of delivery. The reasons were not attributable to
the Housing Executive. If anyone was to blame, it was
the Planning Service, and there was a classic example
of that in my constituency, where Trinity Housing was
building five special-needs houses. The project kicked
off approximately three years ago with the full support
of the community and me. The project took five years
to deliver — and one would question why it took five
years to deliver six houses — because the Planning
Service argued for two years about the size of kitchens.

That shows how ridiculous the system is in
Northern Ireland. Unfortunately, it led to slippages in
the programme, and that is what the Housing
Executive has been up against for the past two or three
years: when it allocates bills, planning causes severe
troubles, and the programme slips.

What happens to the money that slips in that year?
Is it put into the following year’s funding? I do not
believe that to be the case, but perhaps the Minister
will be able to clarify that. Therefore, there is a
knock-on effect that gathers pace each year, and it is a
difficulty for the Housing Executive in delivering the
programme that it hoped to deliver. However, the
failing is not the fault of the Housing Executive. It is,
unfortunately, attributable to other Departments.

A number of months ago, the House heard the
Minister of Health deliver his report on the Bamford
Review, towards which he allocated £44 million for
community-based services. That is all about getting
people out of institutionalised care and back into the
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community. However, therein lies the conundrum: how
can those people be returned into the community if the
housing build for those special-needs people is
continually slipping? Perhaps the Minister needs to
examine that situation, provide additional support to
the project, and speak to the Planning Service in order
to try to expedite that housing build.

However, there is a situation out there among those
bodies whereby they believe that they are facing
problems and cuts in services. Perhaps that is an issue
that the Minister needs to re-address with those groups.
I commend the motion.

Mrs O’Neill: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle. When the direct rule Social Development
Minister, David Hanson, launched the Supporting
People strategy, he said:

“Supported housing services have an important role to play in
helping vulnerable people live independent lives in the community
and reducing homelessness. In the past, services available were
determined by the requirements of the funder rather than the needs
of the individual. The Supporting People Strategy, which is
underpinned by significant Government funding, is a clear
indication of how we have moved to a situation whereby the
provision of support services is determined by the needs of
individuals and not by the requirements of funding sources.”

Let me tell the Assembly about the experience of one
group who believe that the Supporting People strategy
is not working for them. At Muckamore Abbey Hospital,
there is a group of patients called “Tell it like it is”.
They started a training course to learn how to speak to
the public and politicians in order to communicate
about their lives and their hopes for the future. Each
member of the group has been told that they are ready
to be discharged from hospital. However, they, and
many more patients like them at Muckamore, have
been unable to set up home in the community because
the right level of support is not available.

I met Sammy, who has been waiting for two years
to be discharged, and Richard, who has been waiting
for six years. However, for various reasons, they have
not been able to be safely placed and supported in the
community. As a result, they are, effectively, prisoners
in the hospital.

The Health Committee visited Muckamore in order
to see at first hand the situation for those who have
experienced serious delay in being discharged. It was
clear to Committee members that we must have a
cross-departmental approach in order to ensure that
those who are ready for discharge are given every
support to live independently in the community.

The people at Muckamore are not the only section
of society that is affected. There are, as Members have
said, numerous vulnerable people who are being let
down by the Supporting People fund. Among the
groups who benefit from the fund are women who
need support as a result of, perhaps, domestic violence,

or who need a safe and secure environment to be
available when necessary. Withheld or inadequate
financial support will lead to a reduction in services
and put those women in a more vulnerable position.

My colleague Caral Ni Chuilin and I visited some
young women in Hydebank Wood Young Offenders
Centre who hoped to find a place in society and to be
supported on their release. I also have concerns that
those women’s hopes will not be realised. We must
ensure that we develop services, in line with service
users’ aspirations, to help those women settle back into
society and to get the support that they need.

I support the motion, because many sections of
society require the help of the Supporting People fund.
I urge the Minister for Social Development not to let
those people down.

Mr Beggs: The Supporting People fund, which is a
UK-wide programme, has reformed the way in which
housing support services have been commissioned and
funded. Before 2003, services were deployed largely
on an ad hoc basis, sometimes commissioned by
statutory agencies, but mostly arising as a result of
lobbying, and no small amount of innovation, by the
voluntary sector.

The Supporting People fund has given strategic
direction, stability and sustainability to housing
support in Northern Ireland. That has resulted in
significant benefits to vulnerable individuals, as well
as cost benefits to Government services such as the
Health Service. The fund has also helped to prevent
some young people from entering the criminal-justice
system. Without the help, support and guidance
provided through the fund, those people may have
gone down that route.

In April 2008, the announcement that the Supporting
People fund was to receive no inflationary increase for
the financial years 2008-11 has put the fund in serious
jeopardy, the cost of which may be significant to
individuals and the Government. The Ulster Unionist
Party recognises the current situation of financial
constraint; however, in this instance, there is a danger
of being penny wise and pound foolish. The voluntary
sector, in particular, adds to the fund from its own
resources. Often, volunteers’ contributions go far
beyond that for which they are contracted. Why should
we put that sector at risk?

The Supporting People fund, through strategic
housing support that various organisations administer,
improves the quality of life for vulnerable families,
children and young people, and the elderly, and
enables them to interact with, and often to reintegrate
into, the wider community.

The fund is particularly geared towards people who
are in danger of becoming homeless. I have an interest
in the issue of children and young people. Early
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support can often assist vulnerable young people, such
as those leaving care, to integrate into and contribute
fully to society. Those people need additional support
during that critical period in their lives when they
leave a stable institutional setting and go out into the
world on their own.

The ability to maintain tenancy or to remain at one’s
own home can also stop people from becoming a
burden on other parts of health and social services.
That service is critical for young people who are
leaving care, or who have learning difficulties, poor
health or mental-health problems, and who want to live
independently from their parents, many of whom may
also be in poor health.

Young people who have been through the criminal-
justice system must be reintegrated into society. The
adaptability of the service to meet individuals’ needs is
crucial if we are to break the cycle of criminality. That
is something that we want to succeed.

I accept that, when there have been no inflationary
pressures, the fund has not been subject to efficiency cuts,
as the Member for North Belfast Alban Maginness said.
However, it is obvious that actual costs will be passed
on to service providers, for which they cannot pay.

The decision not to give an inflationary increase in
real terms is a cut to funding. Real concerns exist that
that will have a destabilising effect on the sector as it
faces those significant inflationary pressures.
Voluntary organisations have entered into contracts
with the Department for service-provision standards,
and enhanced regulatory compliance, but they are then
often put in a legally difficult position as they face
what is effectively reduced funding.

Many staff in that sector are tied to the NJC pay
scales. Savings may be possible only, therefore,
through job cuts and, effectively, loss of support.

4.00 pm

I urge the Minister to liaise carefully with service
providers so that the implications of what effectively
represents a cut do not put services at risk. There is a
danger that organisations will start to tailor their
provisions to funding requirements, instead of
individuals’ needs. The programme is progressive, and
it is vital that it continue. We should not make short-
term investments in this area. I urge the Minister to
liaise with the Finance Minister to ensure that the
inflationary increases can subsequently be met in
budgetary considerations.

Mrs D Kelly: The SDLP was founded on the
principles of equality and social justice. Many people
across the community will agree with me when I say
that, in Margaret Ritchie, we have a Minister who
genuinely listens to the concerns of people from all
sections of our society — particularly the community

and voluntary sector, which is under particular stress at
a challenging time for all sectors of our community.

Not many people foresaw the extent of the current
economic crisis as it has developed in recent weeks. It
is, therefore, commendable that the Minister, despite
the advice that she received from Mr Fra McCann to
accept her lot in the Budget debate of October 2007,
was successful in drawing an additional £3 million into
a budget that was underspent. Many of us would ask
why we are adding money to an underspent budget.

The Minister knows that Supporting People is a
matter of social justice. There are many vulnerable
people in our community, and the SDLP is serious
about ensuring a greater access to wealth and better
health outcomes for those living in poverty. It is most
unfortunate that, due to the failure of the Executive to
meet, we do not have an anti-poverty strategy that the
Minister for Social Development could work within to
tackle the real issues facing the most vulnerable in
our society.

It is also true that, although the Housing Executive
is the main administrator of Supporting People, the
commissioning of services generally falls on the
Department of Health, Social Services and Public
Safety. As someone who worked in health and social
services for 22 years, | believe that there is
disjointedness — a crack in the pavement — in the
integration of services.

At least under devolution there is an opportunity for
Ministers to work together and with officials to ensure
that everything works smoothly. It is interesting to note
that, when there was a great debate in 2006 about
whether Supporting People should be transferred to
local councils along with housing powers, the Housing
Council chairperson, Dineen Walker, said that her
organisation thought it:

“difficult to justify the transfer of this critical function to new
councils who have no previous expertise. It will cause confusion

and disruption to an otherwise well-administered service to the
public.”

The key words are “well-administered service to the
public”, and bearing in mind that the Department for
Social Development administers that service, that is
praise indeed. As Members are aware, all parties are
represented on the Housing Council, and the chairperson
would not have issued such a press statement if she did
not have the support of her fellow members on the
Housing Council.

I am sure that, in her reply to the debate, the
Minister will take on board the concerns that Members
have expressed, and will reflect on the challenging
times in which we live, and the issues that the
community and voluntary sectors have raised in
relation to the retention of skilled staff — not to
mention service delivery. There is widespread
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recognition that all businesses, services and agencies
are facing increased overhead costs because of rising
fuel and energy costs. No doubt the Minister will
examine that issue.

Mrs O’Neill correctly highlighted the difficulties
with delayed discharges at Muckamore Abbey
Hospital. That is not just a problem for residents of
Muckamore Abbey Hospital but one for patients in
other psychiatric hospitals who have been there for far
too long. Rather than it being down to a lack of
funding for the Supporting People initiative, those
delayed discharges occur because not enough staff are
employed in the health and social services sector. The
Minister of Health, Social Services and Public Safety
said that there was a shortfall of 400 mental-health
nurses. Mental-health nurses are vital professionals
when it comes to the process of discharging patients
and former clients into the community. Therefore,
interdepartmental work is required, and I have every
confidence that Minister Ritchie will deliver.

Mrs McGill: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann
Combhairle. I support the motion, and I commend Anna
Lo and Kieran McCarthy for tabling it. I also thank
Anna Lo for giving me a briefing paper published in
April 2008 from the Committee Representing
Independent Supporting People Service Providers
(CRISPP) and CHNI (Council for the Homeless
Northern Ireland), which is titled, ‘A joint response by
CRISSP and CHNI on the impact of the ‘Programme
for Government’ on the Supporting People budget for
financial years 2008-2011".

Although Mr Maginness said that there is no need to
be concerned, the briefing paper is worth examining. It
states that the Supporting People budget has been
baselined at £61 million for 2008-2011 as a result of
the Programme for Government. Mr Maginness referred
to that figure, but the paper goes on to state that that
represents a net cut in funding. It also states that there
are serious concerns about the destabilising effect that
that is likely to have on the sector.

I am not saying that Members should accept such
papers without casting a critical eye over them, but
those comments come directly from the sector and are
important should people not be convinced that a
problem exists.

Mr A Maginness: First, the Member has not taken
into consideration that there are no efficiency savings
in the scheme, which represent 3%. Secondly, as Mrs
Dolores Kelly said, there was underspend in the
programme. Thirdly, if there are problems in future,
in-year monitoring can always be performed.

Mr Speaker: The Member has an extra minute in
which to speak.

Mrs McGill: Thank you, Mr Speaker. I thank the
Member for his intervention. I accept his point about

the 3% efficiency savings — I had it in my notes to
comment on.

In response to a question for written answer, the
Minister said that she had not touched the fund or
made efficiency savings, which, I was going to say, is
welcome. I note that Mr Maginness did not say that he
would look at the briefing paper, so I recommend
again that he does — I can give it to him on the way
out of the Chamber.

Michelle O’Neill gave an example from her
constituency, so I will refer to two groups in my
constituency to which I spoke today — the Strabane
Association for the Temporary Homeless (SATH) and
the Open Doors Housing Association in Dillon Court,
also in Strabane. Those two groups gave us definite
examples of where they would struggle. Although
those groups do great work, are content and appreciate
the funding that they receive, they feel that the rising
costs will affect them. The Open Doors Housing
Association has flats for a range of vulnerable people,
including those with disabilities, those with mental-
health issues, the homeless and single parents. SATH
deals with many crisis situations and is concerned
about its funding.

SATH provides a floating support service. It must
travel and, therefore, pay increased fuel costs, and so
on. For example, a child whose parent is a service user
had to visit a hospital that was not in the locality;
SATH funded the hospital visit for the child’s
appointment. The organisation is concerned that such
services will be lost.

I commend those two facilities in my area, and I
have spoken to people who are involved with them.
Contrary to some of the contributions that have been
made, there is concern that because there is no
inflationary increase in funding, that will, as the
briefing paper states, amount to a cut.

I do not wish to pick on Mr Maginness; it is just that
he mentioned a recommendation to which I have also
referred in my notes. The briefing paper also makes
two or three recommendations. It suggests that the
Minister could apply for funding through the in-year
monitoring round. My party welcomes that. One of the
paper’s other recommendations is that in the immediate
term, members would benefit from departmental approval
of an inflationary uplift for 2008-2011 that is no less
than the retail price index.

The Minister for Social Development (Ms Ritchie):
I thank all the Members who contributed to the debate.
I welcome the opportunity to take part in it and to
respond to the motion. I am aware that Anna Lo has
been concerned about the matter, and I hope that I can
provide her with some reassurance. The debate gives me
the opportunity to clarify some of the issues that have
been raised. Of course, I will try to deal with all Members’
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concerns. | assure you, Mr Speaker, that I will read the
Hansard report, and if I have left any question
unanswered, [ will write directly to the Member
concerned.

Perhaps I should provide Members with some
background information on the Supporting People
fund that may help to put the debate in context. Itis a
policy and funding framework that provides support to
enable people to live as independently as possible in
their own homes. That can done be through the
provision of temporary shelter — for example, for
women who have fled domestic violence — or through
somewhere for vulnerable adults to develop the skills
that are necessary for them to live independently in
their own communities.

During the past year, I visited many of those
facilities throughout the North of Ireland to talk to
young people who have gained skills and expertise that
hitherto they would not have been able to gain. They
have been able to live in a stabilising environment that
has provided them with a great degree of security of
tenure. I strongly support those programmes.

The Supporting People programme was introduced
in 2003. As many Members said, the fund targets and
supports the most vulnerable. We must never lose sight
of that. The programme is designed to give more
choice in how and where those vulnerable people live,
which has opened up more opportunities than
previously possible. The number of people who are
supported has almost doubled since the programme’s
introduction in 2003. At the outset, its target was to
support 12,000 people into independent living; at
present, more than 23,000 people benefit from that
support. Therefore, it has been hugely successful.

I am determined to continue to reach out and
support even more people who may need it. At present,
120 providers deliver services to 23,000 people in
more than 800 schemes throughout Northern Ireland.
Providers, such as Mencap, Women’s Aid, Homefirst,
Age Concern, and the wider housing association
movement deliver support service to the most
vulnerable in the community.

All providers deserve our deepest respect and
gratitude for working tirelessly towards making a
significant difference to the lives of all those people.

4.15 pm

Let us get down to the money. In 2003, the
allocation for Supporting People was £40 million. That
figure jumped to £48 million the next year, then to £52
million, then to £55 million, then to £58 million. The
current allocation is £183 million over the next three
years. The budget stands at £61 million for this year,
and that underlines the growing success of, and increasing
support for, the programme, and my commitment to it.
Given that increase, [ am a little surprised to hear

concerns that funding for the programme is insufficient
— or worse, that it is under threat. That is not the case;
the facts speak for themselves.

In the last year of direct rule, only £58 million was
made available for the fund. Members will recognise
that I have increased — not reduced — the resources
available for Supporting People, at a time when my
Department is under pressure, year on year, to find
efficiency savings of 3% right across the board. |
remind Members that the Executive made that
decision. The Executive are made up of the parties
represented in the House; some members of those
parties spoke today, and they were the very people who
promoted those 3% efficiency savings, against the
wishes of others in the Executive. Some in this
Chamber have a short memory; I do not.

That further underlines how determined I am to
support the most vulnerable in society through the
Supporting People fund. I might add that I take that
approach right across DSD, squeezing out savings in
bureaucracy and administration to free up resources to
enhance services to people. Millions of pounds of
neighbourhood renewal funding have been refocused
towards services, and the same will be done in relation
to housing and tackling fuel poverty.

When I launched the new housing agenda earlier
this year, I made it clear that [ wanted to increase the
supply of housing, including the supply of supported
and sheltered housing. I assure Members that, in
addressing the housing need, I will continue to give
priority to those who are most vulnerable.

I further reassure Members that [ am by no means
drawing a line under that funding, as Mr Maginness
and Mrs Kelly indicated. If the case for more funding
is made, then more must be done, and that can be
delivered. I will avail myself of the opportunities that
arise to bid for more resources. I will work closely
with service providers to continue to deliver high-
quality, cost-effective and reliable housing-related
support services. My Department already works with
the Housing Executive, the Department of Health,
Social Services and Public Safety, the four area health
and social services boards, the Probation Board, and
not least of all, the service providers to help inform its
future work, and I assure the House that it will
continue to do that.

I shall deal with some of the issues raised by
Members. Anna Lo referred to an inflationary increase.
I will continue to seek additional funds to deliver that
very important service. Michelle Mcllveen raised the
issue of the number of people working in the Supporting
People programme. I recognise the important work
undertaken by all those people who provide Supporting
People’s service. Indeed, some 4,500 people provide
that valuable service — an increase on three to four
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years ago, when approximately 2,500 people were
employed.

Let us move on. Fra McCann is continuously in a
state of confusion. He is having difficulty with his
sums and somebody should tell him what is new. As
Minister, I have protected the fund by ensuring that
cuts were not applied to the budget.

When I took responsibility for the budget, it was at
£58 million.

Mr F McCann: Will the Minister give way?

The Minister for Social Development: No, I will
not take any interventions.

I ensured that the budget was increased to £61
million. In October 2007, when Sinn Féin said that I
should stop whingeing and accept my lot, I fought a
hard, but successful, battle with DFP to ensure that the
funding for subsequent years would not be affected. I
wish that Fra McCann would listen, rather than repeat
the same old, tired message. [Interruption.]

Mr Speaker: Order. Members must speak through
the Chair. The Minister has the Floor.

The Minister for Social Development: On Friday,
the Northern Ireland Housing Executive is due to meet
representatives from the Welcome Centre to consider
its ongoing funding requirements.

Fra McCann'’s colleague Claire McGill mentioned
two groups in Strabane. If she could possibly provide
me with the details of those groups, I will ensure that
the issues involved are investigated.

I agree with Alban Maginness that there is no
efficiency cut. By taking action to ensure that no such
cuts were applied, I ensured that £6 million will be
available to direct to Supporting People over the next
three-year period.

Jonathan Craig raised several issues, and I assure
him that any underspend will be carried forward to
future years to meet recurring commitments. I bid for
additional funding to implement elements of the
Bamford Review, but DFP did not approve it. [ wonder
who the Minster of that Department is. Perhaps Mr
Craig should direct his funding queries to DFP, and 1
also advise him to put any queries on planning and
housing programmes to the Minister of the Environment.

Michelle O’Neill talked about Muckamore Abbey
Hospital, and my Department will develop 38 new
units, at a cost of £4+6 million, for the resettlement of
that hospital’s patients.

I emphasise my continuing commitment to the
Supporting People programme, and I underline my
assurance to Members that I will continue to bid for
additional funds during the in-year monitoring rounds,
if and when they are required.

Mr McCarthy: I am not sure that I need 10 minutes
for my winding-up speech.

Supporting People has made a welcome contribution
to the provision of warm and comfortable homes for
the most vulnerable people. The initiative was introduced
to give people who are less fortunate than us the option
to live independently. The programme has performed
an excellent function since its foundation in 2003.

However, it appears that threats to its progress now
exist. All Members who spoke raised the genuine
concern that, from now until 2011, no inflationary
increase will be applied to the funding of the programme.

My colleague Anna Lo, and most of the other
Members who spoke, talked about the fears that result
from the static funding arrangements.

Michelle Mcllveen spoke out — rightly — for the
needs of young people. Supporting People has been an
essential element in giving young folk a decent life.
There must be no question of handing back any
unspent money. A genuine need exists, and it is
essential that the Department seeks out that need and
uses all the available resources to meet it.

Mr F McCann: Most of the groups under the
Supporting People programme briefed Members of
various parties. All say that due to the lack of an
inflationary increase, some of the services and jobs
that they provide will be affected. Those who listened
to the Minister today may agree that the confusion lies
not with me or those groups, but with her and the
Department.

Mr McCarthy: I thank the Member for drawing
that to the Assembly’s attention. I will move on and
perhaps return to what he said in my closing remarks.

Mr McCann spoke passionately about his worries
about any shortfall in funding for Supporting People.
He talked about the good work that is carried out by
local organisations such as the Simon Community. The
Minister must listen to those concerns, and I think that
she probably is.

Billy Armstrong outlined that the programme
helps more than 23,000 people, and the Minister
referred to that. Those people must not be abandoned.
Furthermore, Mr Armstrong spoke of Minister
McGimpsey’s effort in that regard. I thank all
Members who attended today’s rally at Stormont to
support people with learning disabilities.

[ am glad that Alban Maginness has confidence in
the future. Members would be disappointed if he did
not support all the Minister’s work. All Members
would do the same.

Mr A Maginness: It is the “supporting Minister”
programme.

196



Tuesday 21 October 2008

Private Members’ Business: Supporting People Fund

Mr McCarthy: He explained that some concerns
are misplaced or premature, and it is good news that
the Minister is committed.

Jonathan Craig is worried — as all Members are
— about the future of housing for vulnerable people.
He presented a strong case for the Planning Service to
work with the housing associations. That notion is
worth considering. The Planning Service moved
slowly, and, therefore, the building of the homes was
not completed on time. That could have — and may
have — resulted in money not being used where it
should have been. Moreover, Jonathan expressed
concern about the provision of housing for people with
learning difficulties.

Michelle O’Neill outlined that the Supporting
People fund was not working in Muckamore Abbey. It
is a pity that housing need is not being met in that facility.
Further provision for victims of domestic violence
would be useful, and the Minister responded —

Mrs D Kelly: I thank the Member for giving way.
However, I remind him of the Minister’s concluding
remarks in which she outlined that an additional 38
units will be commissioned and built to facilitate the
discharge of patients from Muckamore. Does the
Member agree that, to a large extent, the progress of
those discharges is the responsibility of the Health
Service?

Mr McCarthy: I agree.
Ms S Ramsey: Will the Member give way?
Mr McCarthy: Hurry up.

Ms S Ramsey: I thank the Member for giving way.
I listened to the Minister’s statement, and I commend
her work on efficiency savings. Although I accept that
there have been no cutbacks, there has been no additional
money — that is why we face those issues daily.

The situation at Muckamore is not solely a health
issue. There is a lack of houses and supported
accommodation for people leaving Muckamore. The
issue must not be clouded.

Mr McCarthy: I thank the Member for her interv-
ention. I accept the point, and I will comment on that
later if I have enough time.

I agree with Dolores Kelly’s assertion that the Minister
listens to people’s concerns. However, the Minister
must prove that that is true more often. [Laughter.]

She will be judged on whether or not she delivers a
good continuous service to our most vulnerable people.
Dolores mentioned that skilled staff will be required to
deliver a well-administered service to the public. That
matter is of concern to all Members.

I wrote in my notes that it was good to see agreement
between Alban Maginness and Claire McGill. /Laughter.]

I had written that before the disagreement between
Alban and Claire.

Claire mentioned the future of two groups from
Strabane. All Members are concerned about that
matter, and it gives the Minister good reason to
convince the House that our people are not threatened.

During her speech, the Minister blew her own
trumpet — and why not. We welcome the fact that the
Minister is visiting communities. In fact, she will, I
hope, visit my constituency next week. It is important
that other Ministers do likewise.

I am pleased about that. The Minister pointed out
that, at the start of the programme, 12,000 people were
seeking independent living: that figure has now risen
to 23,000. That is good, that is progress.

4.30 pm

I come to the crux of the matter: the Minister gave
us her Department’s annual budget figures from 2002
to 2008. Since 2003, her budget has increased annually
by £3 million, and, by 2008, it had reached £61
million. I am worried that, next year, the year after and
the year after that, the budget will remain fixed at £61
million. That means that, over those three years, her
budget will lose out on nine million quid that could be
used to provide more housing or services to the most
vulnerable people.

I was interested in the Minister’s assertion that she
had asked for more money but that the Minister of
Finance and Personnel had refused. I do not know who
the Finance Minister was at that time. However, I call
on Michelle Mcllveen and Jonathan Craig to use
whatever influence they may have on the DUP
Minister to get him to cough up when it is necessary.

All Members agree that the Supporting People fund
has been very useful. I urge Members to support the
motion.

Question put and agreed to.
Resolved:

That this Assembly calls on the Minister for Social Development
to review the current budget for the Supporting People fund to
include inflationary increases, so that the programme’s existing
sustainability and quality of service is not put at risk.
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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.

Mr Cobain: I beg to move

That this Assembly notes with concern the increasing number of
pensioners who are experiencing debt and financial difficulties; and
calls on the Minister for Social Development to introduce a strategy
for improving the quality of, and access to, financial advice for
older people.

An alarming number of pensioners are experiencing
debt and financial difficulties in Northern Ireland and
throughout the United Kingdom. The cost of living is
escalating at a much higher rate for senior citizens than
for the rest of the population. Rising inflation and
commodity prices can be much more damaging to a
pensioner whose income has dropped to a limited,
fixed rate. In stark contrast to the rapid rise in the
prices of food and energy — the two items on which
pensioners are most likely to spend their money —
state pensions have increased by only £3-40 since last
year: that is, from £87-30 to £90-70 per week.

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

An additional 5,000 pensioners have been forced
into poverty in Northern Ireland in the last 12 months.
Twenty-eight per cent of pensioners must survive
below the poverty line, and one older person in seven
lives in severe poverty in Northern Ireland. Those
figures alone make a mockery of the Executive’s target
of eradicating poverty.

Changes in financial services and markets over the
last decade have also greatly affected pensioners and
those reaching retirement age. Many people’s private
pensions have been substantially reduced due to the
volatility of the stock market.

Historically, older people have avoided, or have had
more limited levels of, debt. As people reach
retirement age, they are often approaching the end of
their mortgage and loan repayments. However, reports
to older people’s organisations suggest that the
problem of debt, far from diminishing, is escalating. It
becomes evident that more and more older people
enter retirement age with debts outstanding or are
forced to supplement their incomes with credit-card
expenditure or loans.

At present, 33% of individuals over 60 years of age
in Northern Ireland have at least one credit card. One
in six retirees in the United Kingdom still has a mortgage
to pay. One in three of those who have a mortgage owes
more than £50,000, and one in 10 owes over £100,000.
Help the Aged points out that, in 2005, credit users in

their late 50s and early 60s owed, on average, four
times as much their counterparts did in 1995. Many
people agree that there is the potential for a debt crisis
in the coming decade.

Research has highlighted that the first year of
retirement is often crucial, as retirees find it extremely
difficult to adjust to a limited income and a more
limited lifestyle. With more than half of those aged
between 55 and 65 still paying a mortgage, it is vital
that they are prepared to meet their financial
commitments with a reduced income. Once those
people are forced into debt, they find it extremely
difficult to remove themselves from it due to their
fixed income. It is extremely important that
interventions are made to help individuals already in
debt, and — more importantly — to prevent others
from getting into debt.

The increase in utility bills has forced many older
people into debt and has added to their existing debt.
The Consumer Council for Northern Ireland estimated
that oil customers are paying £346 more this year than
they did last year. Although prices are finally coming
down, the effect of the increase has put many additional
pensioners into debt. Furthermore, Northern Ireland
Electricity confirmed that household electricity bills
have increased by a staggering 33% since 1 October 2008,
and Phoenix Natural Gas increased its prices by almost
20%, which is 113% higher than this time last year.

As research by the Equality Commission highlighted,
many older people live alone, have limited support and
have a more limited understanding of modern financial
services, methods of managing money and paying for
goods. Chip and PIN, Internet banking and direct-debit
payments are often an enigma to many pensioners.
That means that many older people cannot avail of the
cheaper online deals or cheaper direct-debit payments.

Many older people use cash only, do not have a
bank account and cannot access the Internet. In
addition, the post office closures mean that pensioners’
choices in that area are limited. Utility providers often
offer cheaper prices for people who pay by direct
debit. Therefore, they often make greater profits from
those people who are the least able to pay. A greater
understanding of the modern financial mechanisms for
payment and moving money are a must for all members
of society, but especially for the elderly. Any financial-
education plans must meet the needs of older people.

The voluntary sector that provides advice for older
people in Northern Ireland has recorded an increasing
number of people who request debt advice. Age Concern
has experienced an increase in its debt caseload — the
organisation currently deals with more than £700,000
of debt, despite being a service that has never been
advertised formally. Its debt load has increased by




Tuesday 21 October 2008

Private Members’ Business:
Financial Advice for Older People

more than 50% from this time last year and by more
than £120,000 from May last year.

It is crucial that the Department for Social
Development and the voluntary and community sector
deliver greater levels of advice to older people. It is
also crucial that that advice is accessible and simple.
The Equality Commission’s research shows that many
older people do not like using complicated phone
services. They trust local services and personal
contacts, and do not like to ask for help. It is therefore
crucial that the advice is accessible and appropriate.

I recognise that the Minister has instigated a
strategy for supporting the delivery of voluntary advice
services to the community through the Opening Doors
programme. There is little doubt that the voluntary and
community sector is often best-placed to identify and
work with those who need help. However, it is considered
that there is a lack of in-depth research regarding debt
among older people in Northern Ireland. I ask the
Minister to clarify what information about debt levels
and advice to older people is being used in that
process. Will initiatives be implemented that will
singly address the problem of debt for older people?

There is another way in which improved financial
advice could improve the financial situations of older
people in Northern Ireland. Each year, at least £50
million in pension credit goes unclaimed by people
aged 60 or over in Northern Ireland. It is crucial that
elderly people avail of the benefits to which they are
completely entitled, especially in the current and
continuing economic downturn.

I recognise the excellent work carried out by many
community and voluntary groups. The inter-agency
approach that has been implemented by Access to
Benefits is especially good. Its trained outreach
workers engage with elderly people in a meaningful
and productive manner, advising them in their own
terms, and it is crucial that such strategies are widened
and implemented on a more far-reaching basis.

Although I recognise the fact that the Minister for
Social Development has made some progress in that
area, more must be done. A significant, well-advertised
campaign that includes simple mechanisms to address
people’s needs in an easy-to-utilise and engaging way
must be implemented.

The United Kingdom economy is now in recession,
and, although the banking system has increased
liquidity due to taxpayer’s assistance, individual loans
— whether unsecured credit cards, overdrafts, bank
loans or mortgages — must still be paid. At a time of
rising inflation and commodity prices, people on fixed
incomes — particularly pensioners — are in a much
more difficult position.

Elderly people are often less able to engage and
participate in the modern financial system. Therefore,

it is crucial that the Minister introduce a strategy for
improving the quality of access to financial services
for older people. I support the motion.

Mr Craig: I thank the pro